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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
/ The divorce rate in the United States has increased
dramatically in recent years.

Statistics indicate that

the divorce ratio has almost doubled from 1970 to 1981
and nearly tripled since 1960.

In 1984, 1,169,000 divorces

were granted in the United States.

Overall, divorce rates

were higher than they had been a decade earlier.

The

1984 divorce rate of 5.0 per 1,000 married women 15 years
or older was 9% higher than the 1974 rate of 4.6 (National
Center for Health Statistics, 1986).

It has been estimated

that by 1990, 33% of our nation's children, before they
reach the age of eighteen, will experience their parents'
divorce (Glick, 1979) ;.1
Historically, wars and economic depression have
affected the rate of divorce.

Generally, wars were

followed by an increase in the divorce rate, while economic
depression resulted in a decrease in the rate (Cherlin,
1981).

However, neither of these factors explains the

accelerated increase in the ·divorce rate between 1970 and
1980.

Cherlin suggested three possible explanations for

this unparalleled increase.
The first explanation concerns a shift in attitude.
Since society has become more tolerant of divorce, it is
easier for people in unhappy marriages to contemplate

2

divorce.

The second explanation relates to changes in

women's roles.

In 1940, only one out of seven married women

worked outside the home.

In 1979, the ratio had increased

to one out of two married women working outside the home or
looking for work.

The change was greater for married women

with children than for those without children.

Most

studies support the idea that married women who have an
independent source· of income are more likely to divorce or
separate than those who do not have such means of self
support.
The third explanation concerns the availability of
better methods of birth control which allow women to decide when and how many children to have. / The greater
control over child-bearing made it easier for married
women to work outside the home.

Thus, it is feasible that

improved contraceptive technology and an independent income
have contr5.~uted to the observed increase in the rate of
divorce (Cherlin, 1981).

While Cherlin offers a plaus-

ible explanation for the fast-rising divorce rate, there
are in lications that a multitude of factors acting to1

gether, -i-aeluding tho_s..e ot:1t:bined aboVf:~, have contributed
to the dramatic rise in the divorce rate. /
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Winn (1983) points to the women's liberation move-

ment, changes wrought by the sexual revolution, political
~u f
disillusionment, and the ever increasing nuclear threat a-s ~ ·
e 6.

d----

a 11 playi:rtg-a part in weakening the institution of marriage.
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She believes it was the snowball effect of several factors,
in.e luding economic opportunities f or ..Jvomen, that hastened
' P°'.. .
C r l!-- , -·

'

l_

the pace of marital dissolution. · By the 1970s, as divorce
became more prevalent, it became the acceptable means by

/l )

which to end a marriage (Winn, 1983).
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The increasing incidence of marital dissolution through

divorce has affected the lives of many children.

In fact,

the number of children involved has increased even faster
than the divorce rate.
children divorce.

Each year parents of over a million

In 1984, 1,081,000 children under 18

years of age were affected by divorce .(National Center
for Health Statistics, 1986).
/

/ Minor children are involved in approximately 70% of
all divorces.

As a result, 18 million American youngsters

will experience the trauma of parental divorce before
reaching adulthood (Miller, 1985).

It is estimated that

approximately 35% of all children born in the United States
during the 1970s will experience divorce during their
developing years (Bane, 1976).

Projections cited by

Wallerstein (1985) indicate that 45% of all children born
in 1983 will experience their parents' divorce, 35% will
experience a remarriage, and 20% will experience a second
divorce (Wallerstein, 1985c). __
In testimony before the United States Senate Subcommittee on Family and Human Services, Dr. Nicholas Zill,
President, Child Trends, Inc., Washington, D.C., (1983)
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reported that as of 1981, approximately 22~ million children under the age of 18 in the United States were living
in households other than the traditional two~parent family.
Over half of these children lived with their mothers only.
Zill further stated that for black children in the United
States, living with only one parent is already more common
than living with two parents (Zill, 1983).
Single-parent families resulting specifically from
separation or divorce, according to U. S. Bureau of Census
figures, have increased by 111% since 1970, and 90% of
one-parent families are now headed by mothers.

Yet, the

percentage of father-custody households has not increased
in the past decade (Guidubaldi, Perry, Cleminshaw, &
McLoughlin, 1983).

Citing the increased incidence of

children growing up in mother-headed single-parent homes
in the United States, Hetherington, Cox and Cox (1979b)
observed that few parents are "staying together for the
sake of the children" (p. 117).

It was further noted that

in divorces involving minor children, except under unusual
circumstances, custody of the child is awarded to the
mother.

Consequently, the most commonly found family

situation in the immediate postdivorce period is one in
which a child is living with a si_n gle mother and having
intermittent or no contact with the father (Hetherington,
Cox, & Cox, 1979b) /

5
Function of the Modern Family
Both the composition and function of the American
family have changed over the years.

Prior to the seven-

teenth century, families lived a more public existence.
The community participated in such important family events
as birth, marriage and death.

The community rewarded as

well as punished its members to ensure that the majority
followed its prescribed conduct.

With the demise of these

traditional assumptions about the community's rights over
family affairs, the nuclear family came into being.

The

evolution of the modern-day nuclear family not only separated family members from aunts, uncles, and grandparents,
but it also implied that the parents and children are a
complete unit who can meet their own emotional and physical
needs.

Shorter (1975) contends that although the develop-

ment of the contemporary nuclear family has restricted
sociability, it has, up to very recently, provided a warm
and protective environment from the pressures of the outside world (Shorter, 1975).
The so-called modernization of society created a
shift of economic, educational, religious, and welfare
functions from the family to large social institutions.
The function of the modern family _ changed to that of ensuring the psychological well-being of its members in
addition to their physical health and safety (Davis, 1979;
Gadlin, 1980).

6
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/ Jenkins (1978) supports the concept that the family
is the unit responsible for providing nurturing care and
V meeting the physical and psychological needs of children.
She suggested that in planning public policies and programs for children of divorce, the dynamic functioning of
the family should be viewed within a developmental framework.

As children's needs change over time, so must the

roles of parents and siblings.

This

has signifi-

cant implications in custody and visitation and emphasizes
the importance of sustaining family relationships in a
broader "kinship spectrum." / Policies and programs must
involve the whole family, and the needs of the children
must be met in the context of family needs.

Children's

rights mu~t be reconciled with the needs and rights of
other family members.

Jenkins (1978) warns against the

dangers of categorizing and stereotyping any one group
such as children of divorce or separation.

The fact that

the parents of these children are divorced is only a
descriptive characteristic and cannot necessarily be
viewed as the dominant factor in determining social policy.
Jenkins makes the assumption that divorce is a viable
alternative for achieving a more satisfactory life
situation and should not be viewed as an aversive event.
She points out that although divorce is a widespread
phenomenon today, the poor and otherwise disadvantaged
families experience divorce to a greater extent than does
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the middle class, and social policy and programs must be
responsive to these special needs.

She stressed the need

for active social policies and programs for children of
divorce in order to ensure that they have the supports they
need to grow and thrive (Jenkins, 1978).
The function of the modern-day, mobile, nuclear family
is described by Tee (1975) as follows:
Thus, the family now, more so than before, is expected
to fulfill the functions of love, friendship and companionship. In short, it becomes the sole source for
the creation and continuation of primary and intimate
relations. Inasmuch as this small nuclear unit is
asked to perform such functions, it becomes more rather
than less important, both from the perspecti'veof the
society at large and individuals. This conclusion is
based on the assumption that intimate and primary
relations are indispensable for human beings (p. 230).
The changes in the form and operation of the modern
family produced corresponding changes in parent roles.
With emphasis on the modern family's function of nurturing
and individual happiness, child-rearing techniques have
been directed toward facilitating the child's psychological health, an area in which parents express uncertainty
regarding their own competence and confidence.

Apprehen-

sion concerning parenting is evident in the enormous
increase in the popularity of child-rearing manuals since
Dr. Spock's first publication in 1946 • ./.{)ata from a
research study by Clarke-Stewart {1978) indicated that the
publication and reading of parent "primers" have increased
over the past several decades.

Today, almost all parents

8

read one such book, and many read more than five /

Those

who read the most books are relatively young, highly educated, worried about being good parents, and relatively
isolated from familial support, help, and advice.

She

noted that in recent years, adults have _become more selfconscious about becoming parents as the importance of
parenting has been emphasized implicitly and explicitly
by parent education programs and the popular media.

Since

many times both parents are working outside the home, they
have less time and experience with their children and are
offered less informal advice and demonstration of child
care in the course of daily life.

Therefore, these parents

tend to rely on books for expert guidance, since this form
of advice is the most accessible, available and affordable.
Parents who read these practical child-care manuals want to
learn more about child development and how to stimulate it.
i larke-Stewart (1978) pointed out that it is the implied
or explicit goal of most

>

-.f.,

these books to increase par-

ents' confidence through reassurance of their capabilities,
and at the same time, to increase parents' competence by
encouraging changes in theii behavior.

She asserted, ''Per-

haps it is the tension created by the experts' attempts to
both bolster parents' confidence and, at the same time,
promote their competence that makes these books relatively
unsuccessful at achieving either goal" (p. 368).

She noted

that there is no evidence that these books provide a
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substitute for a real person (relative, friend, or
physician) when parents are confronted with child-rearing
problems or young people learn parenting skills/
(Clarke-Stewart, 1978).

DIVORCE AS A PROCESS
The 1970s saw a change in the perception of divorce.
Divorce is now recognized as a complex, social, legal,
economic, and psychological process affecting the child
in a different manner at various developmental ages (Kurdek,
1981; Scherman, 1985).

Researchers have found that divorce

cannot be seen as an event but must be viewed as a process
that occurs over time (Warren, Ilgen, Grew, Konaoc, &
Arna r a , 198 5 ) •
~ / Schwartzberg (1981) views divorce as a process in
which the family system is altered but not terminated.

He

proposed that the process of divorce can be divided into
three phases:

an initial predivorce phase; a phase of

separation; and the postdivorce phase.

He asserted that

parents need to be suff ~cj ently educated about the divorce
process in order to provide adequate support and guidance
--

--

for the children while working through their own emotional

------

reactions of anger, anxiety, guilt, hurt, and the sense _
of loss and abandonment.

Awareness of the different phases

of divorce will allow for greater therapeutic effectiveness
through intervention before, duri~g, and after divorce /

+ (Schwartzberg,

1981).

The family systems perspective views marriage and
divorce as processes through which emotional attachments
10

11
are established, changed and dissolved. "Beal (1979)
contended that in most divorces, some emotional resolution
occurs; but complete resolution occurs in very few divorces.
Despite the legal and social resolution of the marriage,
emotional attachment between former spouses persists as
does Lhe parental relationship (Beal, 1979).
Smart (1977), in her review of the literature, concluded that throughout the diversified perceptions of
stages of divorce run the themes of:

(a) initial reaction

to a crisis; (b) a transitional stage during which various
aspects of one's personality and behaviors must be
reorganized; and finally, (c) a stage of laying the past
to

and
beginning
a new life (Smart, 1977).
~
.
fthat divorce is indeed a long, drawn-out process

of multiple stages involving radical changes in family
structure and interpersonal relationships i-

W
!fl~

(1985a).

She

0

c;,.Fl-f.:· rrrrec
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L.

escribed"' the divorce process as

having three broad successive stages.

The "acute phase"

is precipitated by the determination to separate and
divorce.

This phase is characterized by escalating conflict

between the adults, physical · and sexual aggression, and
depression accompanied by suicidal ideation.

The

"transitional phase," which may last for several years,
involves many changes in lifestyle, including new relationships, new work, school, and friendship groups, and
sometimes new settings and new geographic locations.
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Finally, the "postdivorce phase" follows with the establishment of a fairly stable single-parent or remarried
family unit (Wallerstein, 1985a)./
Children's "Process"
Longitudinal studies of children's response to parental
separation and divorce (Hetherington, 1979b; Hetherington,
Cox, & Cox, 1979a; 1985; Wallerstein, 1984; Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1980) indicate that children's adjustment to divorce
is also a process.

The series of complex life changes,

set in motion by the marital rupture is likely to involve
\

a large portion of the life of the child or adolescent
'(

I
t..

:.)-;-1,,

.

,

f

Wallerstein, 1985c).

/

;/ /
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I

The divorce process encompasses a

series of experiences involving a transition in the lives
of children.

This transition entails a shift from the

pre-divorce family situation to the disequilibrium and
disorganization associated with separation and divorce,
followed by the reorganization and eventual re-establishment
of equilibrium within the one-parent household.

For most

children, within five years of the divorce, there is also
a period of adjustment associated with re-entry into a
two-parent family involving a step-parent (Hetherington,
1981).

The process of adjustment for children of divorce

also is affected by the multiple n.·e ga tive life changes they
may encounter in such things as family relationships,
mental and physical health of family members, child care,
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geographic mobility, and economic status (Hetherington,
Cox, & Cox, 1985).

This view of divorce as a long-lasting

process is supported by the reports of a group of young
people at a 10-year follow-up of their parents' divorce,t
(the California Children of Divorce Project of 1971).
They noted that their entire childhood or adolescence had
been dominated by the family crisis and its prolonged
aftermath.

They had, in their view, lost the experience

of growing up within an emotionally nurturing and protective environment which can be provided by the intact
family.

They affirmed that their parents' divorce had

forced them earlier into assuming responsibilities such as
care of the household and younger siblings, as well as
taking responsibility for themselves at a young age, and
they, in turn, had benefited from the opportunity and their
own response.

Although they were proud of their enhanced

maturity, they expressed a rueful sense of having missed
out on childhood, of having worked too hard and grown up
too fast.

Some felt exploited by a parent.

Others ex-

pressed feelings of loneliness and lack of supervision
during their adolescence (Wallerstein, 1985a).

IMPACT OF DIVORCE ON CHILDREN
~ he trauma of ~_t:_aL divorcg ha~ ~ _profound and

long-lasting effect on children, impinging on their
psychological, ~~_cial and--ac;adem-ic- d-e¥-e--l-0-pme-n-t- ( Guidubaldi,
Cleminshaw, & Perry, 1985; Guidubaldi & Perry, 1985; Hess
&

Camara, 1979; Hetherington, 1979a; Hetherington et al.,

1979a, 1979b; Wallerstein, 1984, 1985a, 1985c; Wallerstein
&

Kelly, 1980a).

Several studies have provided some

insight into the short- and long-term effects of the impact of divorce on children.

[Note:

Many of these studies

have a variety of methodological problems and shortcomings.
These will be discussed in detail in a later section of
this paper]/
Short-term Effects of Divorce on Children
/ Findings ~ -,)~ -rtOT'"L°"+tern Galifort=li-a study revettled
that children

~~d

adolesG.eft" s experience divorce as

painful and traumatic (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980a).

Data

C\ for this study were obtained _via separate interviews with
\;l) ~~ children,/ clinical observations, and from
independent information supplied by the schools.

The

clinicians asked well formed questions but there were no
questionnaires.

Information sought from parents pertained

to details regarding the decision to divorce, the yuality
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of intrafamilial relationships during the marriage, and each
parent's view of the child.

Children and adolescents were

seen alone in office-playrooms that were supplied with the
usual play therapy equipment including dollhouses and family
dolls.

At some point during the sessions each child was

asked to draw a picture of his or her family.

Assessment

of each child's response to the divorce stress was accom_plis~ed through the administration of a Divorce-Specific( ,

A~

~ -~,

____

three major areas \ of

(a) the child's unique experience with and
response to his or her parents' separation and divorce;
(b) continuity and change in parent-child relationships;
and (c) support systems available to the child outside of
the home.

In its broadest sense, the initial divorce

experience included each child's thoughts, fantasies,
behavioral and emotional responses to the divorce, the
extent to which anxiety and pain were experienced, and the
diverse inner psychological resources utilized to deal with
the stress.

A second aspect of the Divorce-Specific

Assessment was the examination of the current parent-child
relationships as seen through the eyes of a child.

The

child's relationship with each parent was evaluated to
determine the extent to which eac~ parent was providing
support, promoting development, and holding the potential
for future growth.

To determine the helpfulness of support

systems outside the home, the researchers studied the nature
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of support provided by peers, siblings, grandparents and
other extended family, the school, teachers, and extracurricular activities. /2esults indicated that the family
break-up evoked an acute sense of shock, intense fears, and
grief which the children found overwhelming.

Initial re-

action to the divorce was one of widespread anxiety among
the children accompanied by an almost universal wish to
undo the divorce and restore the intact family.

Children

_allG--a-dolescerrt-~ experienced an intense sense of vulnerability, fearing their own needs would not be met as parents
gave priority to their needs and wishes.

Some children

experienced anger toward one or both parents whom they
held responsible for family disruption.
~e

Children~

were heavily burdened by a sense of loss; the loss

of the intact family and the loss of one parent.

The

departure of the father from the home was an extraordinary
event, especially for the very young.

Children often felt

pulled in both directions by love and loyalty.

The very

young children often suffered from guilt over fantasied
wrongdoings they may have co~mitted which led to family
quarrels and ultimately to divorce/ (Wallerstein, 1980;
Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980a).

u

'v:?f.

\

-we~

r-

/ Hetherington (1981), us ~,& a . crisis model to examine
.P,A
,. ..,,-,
)
'S )v-f
divorce, -st1g_..g-e-st-ea ther€ are · two phases: (a) the crisis
of the divorce itself; and, (b) the development of the
one-parent family.

Children must cope with family discord
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and disruption as well as the loss of a parent.

According

to Hetherington (1981), the most common early responses of
children to divorce are:

anger, fear, guilt and depression.

Children's initial responses to their parents' divorce were
assessed through standardized tests, interviews, and
observations. ; Multiple measures of family interactions,
stresses and support systems, and parent and child behavior
and characteristics were obtained from the child and residential parent, and when possible, from the nonresidential
parent.

In addition, peer and teacher evaluations, obser-

vations in school, and information from school records were
obtained when possible (Hetherington, 1981).
Noting that the divorce experience affects primary
bonds with parents and creates stress which interferes with
normal development, hiess and Camara (1979) compared the
social and school behavior of nine- to eleven-year-old
children from divorced and nondivorced families.

They also

examined the intrafamilial relationships in both types of
families.

It was found that children from divorced fami-

lies showed greater stress and less productive work styles
at school, as well as higher levels of aggression, than
·childrer. from intact families.

There were no significant

differences in social behavior from divorced and intact
families.

Results of the s~udy further revealed that

relationships that emerge after the divorce affect children
more than the divorce itself. , The data suggested that
rTl r

}

\K \ 5 '1 51.1-

-~

J-A

CO\.
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children's relationships to their parents is more influential in their adjustment than the level of discord between
parents. [ The negative effects of divorce were greatly
mitigated when positive relationships with both parents were
maintain~dJ

In fact, the child appears to benefit even if a

positive relationship is maintained with only one parent.
Additionally, the child's relationship with the father without custody is of equal importance to the child's well being
and separate from the relationship with the custodial mother
(Hess & Camara, 1979). /
Guidubaldi et al. (1983) conducted a nationwide study
of the impact of divorce on children.

Children were random-

ly selected from first-, third- and fifth-grade classrooms
by 144 psychologists from the National Association of School
Psychologists.

The sample included 341 children from

divorced families and 358 from intact families.

A

multi-faceted approach was used to assess intellectual
potential, academic achievement levels, social competence,
and family and school environment.

A wide array of infor-

mation was gathered including WISC-Rand WRAT scores, parent
aud child interviews, and teacher rating scales of children's classroom performance.

Results indicated that

children of divorce experience more difficulty in learning
and lower academic achievement than their classmates from
intact families.

Boys from divorced families exhibited

greater behavioral, social, and academic problems than both
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girls from divorced families and boys from intact families.
Children from divorced families were absent from school more
often and had higher drop-out rates than children from
two-parent homes.

In addition, children of divorce had

lower peer popularity ratings than their counterparts
(Guidubaldi et al., 1983).
In another study, 115 children (comprising the total
kindergarten population in a suburban school district) were
evaluated with a wide range of intellectual, academic,
social, and adaptive behavior measures to determine the
predictive significance of single-parent status on
school-entry capabilities (Guidubaldi & Perry, 1984).
Criterion variables utilized included:

Peabody Picture

Vocabulary Test, to measure verbal cognitive ability;
Draw-A-Person~ to measure intelligence; Bender Visual-Motor
Gestalt Test, to measure visual-motor perception; Wide Range
Achievement Test (Reading and Arithmetic subtests), a
measure of academic competence; and Metropolitan Readiness
Test, an additional measure of academic competence.

Addi-

tionally, evaluations of social competence and adaptive
behavior were assessed through teacher ratings of the children's initiative, assertiveness, ability to elicit peer
cooperation, peer acceptance, and conformity to classroom
regulations.

Demographic and developmental history data

were obtained from questionnaires completed by parents at
the beginning of the school year.

The socioeconomic status
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(SES) indicators included father's occupation, father's
educational level, a~d mother's educational level.

This

sample generally represented families from the lower-middle
class.

The number of children from a single-parent home was

26, comprising 23% of the sample.

Single-parent status was

reported to be entirely the result of divorce.

Results of

this study provided evidence that children from divorced
family homes enter school with significantly less academic
and social competence than children from intact families.
Divorce was found to add significant amounts of independent
variation to the socioeconomic status predictions of several
criteria, specifically those relating to social and academic
competence.

SES was shown to predict school entry compe-

tencies, with high SES being associated with high
intellectual, academic, and personal-social development.

In

comparison with all other predictors, single-parent status
was by far the most powerful and consistent predictor
variable and was related significantly to academic,
visual-motor, and social development indices.

Correlational

analysis of these variables indicated that children from
single-parent homes tended to have significantly lower
academic and personal-social competencies than did children
from two-parent families.

Both SES and single-parent status

were more powerful predictors of competence than other
family background, developmental history, and health variables (Guidubaldi & Perry, 1984).
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Some of the research indicates that marital dissolution
may be responsible for many mental health problems present
in our society, including the following:

del i nquency,

suicide, emotionil disturbances, and psychiatric referrals
(Kalter, 1977; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980a). / zill (1983),

~ ~ r e -,

reported that evidence from the National Survey

of Children and other studies indicates that some children

C

develop serious behavioral and emotional problems following
,1J~
\~
( fJ
'
<"
~ 9-,
LA }- .
parental separation or divorce. / Findings of the ifc;:-tiona s\A --,. oJ j
Survey of Children, conducted in 1981 in single- and--\-t,l..lGr<-,1.

I+- 1.-,·J-.O

QA.. ( ~-' -e
two-parent households of 12-16 year olds, showed that o er J

J.
~I

30% of the teenagers who had experienced the separation or
divorce of their parents by the time they were seven years
of age had received psychological therapy by the time they
were adolescents.

By contrast, only 10% of all teenagers iP

intact families had received such treatment, even after
allowance for socioeconomic and educational differences had
been made.

It was also reported that 15% of teenagers

living with divorced mothers had been suspended or expelled
from school at some point between elementary and high
school; whereas, only 3% of teenagers from low-conflict
families and 17% of teenagers in high-conflict intact
families had been suspended or expelled during the same
interval (Zill, 1983).
· Researchers have indicated that long absence or inaccessibility of the father contributes to low motivation
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for achievement, low self-esteem, and susceptibility to
group influence and to juvenile delinquency.

Nicholi (1983)

noted that when the father left home the chil<l often was
allowed to do things that ordinarily were not permitted.
Consequently, it was difficult for the child to internalize
a consistent set of standards for behavioral control.

The

departure of the father from the home, in many instances,
was followed by disobedience, aggressive, antisocial
behavior, and a decline in school performance (Nicholi,
1983).

·s
I

(1970) examinea characteristics of children
)

in a clinic population where

,

· of the patients were from

intact families, ~

from divorced families, and --2'2- from

separated families.

He--observed that the stress associated

with the disruption of divorce often caused pred~linquent
depressive behaviors.

Externalized acting out behavior as

an internalized reaction to depression was found more frequently in the divorced group.

A cluster of symptoms, such

as running away from home and poor home and school behavior,
seemed to be associated with the significantly higher rates
of established delinquency in the divorced group.

There was

a common theme of children being made to feel inadequate,
weak and incredibly vulnerable by ~he entire divorce
experience .

~w.a-s-e-~E-en- rr

ea crn p gy cho rcrgrc;a

E-es--t; i--ng .

Additionally, children felt unable to take care of themselves and in terrible danger of being injured, crushej, or
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stepped on by external forces.

However, their external

behavior was one of assertiveness, used as a defensive
mechanism against their feelings of helplessness.

This

school-age sample was described as having significantly more
delinquent children as well as an inclination toward delinquent behavior ,/ as indicated by the number of community
complaints about the child and the greater severity of
maladjustment at home and at school pointing in that direction (McDermott, 1970).
Preliminary findings of a 10-year follow-up study of 40
young people, ages 19 to 29, who were nine years of age or
older at the time of their parents' separation and divorce,
showed that 27 (68%) of the group (11 males and 16 females)
had engaged in mild to serious illegal activity during their
adolescence or young adulthood.

The use of recreational

drugs or the underage consumption of alcohol accounted for
the delinquency of more than half of these young people.
The remaining 13 subjects had engaged in moderately serious
or serious illegal activities, including assault, theft,
drug dealing, burglary, drson, and drunk driving.

These

young adults were part of a s~mple of 113 children and
adolescents from a largely white, middle-class population of
divorced families in northern California who participated in
a study which began in 1971 and subsequently became widely
known as the California Children of Divorce project.

The

study was designed to explore the divorce experience of 60
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California families whose 131 children were between the ages
of 2 and 18 years at the time of the decisive marital
separation (Wallerstein, 1985a).
Toolan (1974), commenting on a statistical review he
had conducted in 1960 of approximately 900 admissions to the
children's and adolescents' units of Bellevue Hospital in
New York, noted that 102 of these admissions were for
suicidal attempts and threats.

Analysis of the patients'

records showed that many of these children came from disorganized homes.

Less than one-third resided with both

parents; fathers were conspicuously absent from the homes.
Clinical diagnosis revealed that those with behavior and
character disorders composed the largest group.

These

youngsters were generally immature and impulsive and reacted
excessively to stresses of a minor nature.
patients were divided into five categories:

Dynamically, the
(a) anger at

another (usually parents or parent substitutes were primary
objects) which is internalized in the form of guilt and
depression; (b) attempts to manipulate another, to gain
affection and love, or to punish another, usually the
parents; (c) an indication of distress (the youngster feels
impelled to make a dramatic gesture to call parents' attention to his/her problems, which parents have often ignored
or overlooked); (d) reaction feelings of interior disintegration (e.g., in response to hallucinatory commands);
(e) a desire to join a dead relative.

Toolan (1974)
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asserted that every youngster who attempts or seriously
threatens suicide should have a thorough psychiatric assessment.

In his opinion, a great majority of youngsters who

threaten or attempt suicide are depressed to a significant
degree.

He cautioned the therapist to bear in mind, when

performing the evaluation, that many youngsters will appear
more angry than depressed, unlike older patients who usually
appear more overtly depressed.

It was noted that a signi-

ficant number of youngsters who attempt suicide have lost
one or both parents (Toolan, 1974).
/4 esearchers have given only minimal attention to the
relationship of divorce and diminished mental and pha,_:j~c , 1
1

health of children and their custodial parents~

idubaldi

et al. (1985) [based on a nationwide study on divorce
adjustment conducted by the National Association of School
Psychologists in 1983] examined the impact of divorce on the
physical and mental status of children and parents.
of ~

study indicate

Results

a clear relationship between

marital status and ratings by parents of physical health of
the family.

On a five-point scale, physical health ratings

for divorced-family children and their parents and siblings
were lower than their counterparts in intact families.

/

Poor

health ratings of divorced-sample children f according to
parent reports, were related to poorer overall child adjustment in the first year following divorce, more anxious
behaviors, and more hostility toward adults expressed during
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the first six months following divorce. ~ nalyses revealed
that parents' satisfaction with custodial arrangements and
the amount of time the child spent with the noncustodial
parent was a powerful predictor of both child health status
and custodial parent health status. ; For the entire divorced
group, time spent with the noncustodial parent predicted
better health ratings for both the child and the custodial
parent.

Analyses of mental health functioning demonstrated

prediction of both concurrent and longitudinal child and
parent adjustment.

For example, total number of the child's

current adjustment problems was related to the child's
initial adjustment problems, including aggression with
friends and siblings, anxious regressive behavior, hostility
toward adults, and irritability.

It was noted that observ-

able emotional problems at the time of divorce do not vanish
after one or two years, but rather persist over a long
period of time when viewed from the parent's perspective
(Guidubaldi et al., 1985).
Kalter (1977) reviewed the records of some 400 children
referred for outpatient psychiatric evaluation at the Youth
Services Division of the Department of Psychiatry,
University of Michigan.

Data from intake records (which

included information about age and .sex of the designated
child patient, parental status, and presenting symptoms)
revealed that children of divorce appeared at nearly twice
the rate of their occurrence in the general population.

27

The parental status variable included intact families,
divorced families, and remarried families.

Sex and age of

the child patient were found to relate substa~tially to
parental status, and to be associated significantly with the
kind of presenting symptom.

Results of the study further

revealed that it appeared that living in a stepparent
household, typically with a stepfather, subsequent to
divorce, is experienced as a stressful life event for girls.
The children of separated parents, when compared with those
from intact families, exhibited more aggression toward
parents, and fewer subjective psychological symptoms.

Chil-

dren in one-parent homes due to divorce had significantly
higher rates of delinquent behavior of a particular type,
sexual activity, than did children from intact homes.
Children who had experienced a divorce and were currently in
a stepparent household also showed more delinquent behavior,
specifically drug involvement and sexual activity, and fewer
occurrences of subjective psychological symptoms than did
the children from intact families.

Kalter (1977) noted

that, clinically, it is evident that the observable expression of conflict is in large measure determined by both the
sex and the developmental level of the child.

The only

finding th~t consistently emerged across nearly all subsamples was the greater tendency of children of divorce
(those in single-parent as well as those in stepparent
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families) to manifest aggression toward parents, as compared
to children from intact families (Kalter, 1977).
Long-term
Although there are a limited number
studies, there is mounting eyidence that the severe stress
{

of parental divorce has a long-lasting impact on children

.0 Y\ fr,v/J..t

Recent research literature indicates that the long-term
effects of divorce last well beyond the expected severalyear aftermath to the marital dissolution (Wallerstein,
1985c).
In a two-year longitudinal study, Hetherington, Cox,
and Cox (1979a) investigated the effects of divorce on peer
interactions and play patterns of 48 middle cla~s white
preschool children from divorced families and a matched
group of children from intact families.

The children were

observed in a school setting at two months, one year and
two years after divorce.

In comparison with children from

intact families, play patterns of children from divorced
families were less socially and cognitively mature when
measured shortly after divor~e.

At two months after di-

vorce, boys and girls from divorced families were showing
more functional play and less associative and cooperativeconstructive play than their peers· from intact families.
Children of both sexes from divorced families also
were showing more onlooker and unoccupied behavior than

vr
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their counterparts from intact families.

Additionally,

the play episodes for children from divorced families were
shorter.

Girls and boys from divorced families showed

restrictive imaginative play immediately following divorce
as indicated by difficulty in assuming the role of others, a
lack of provider themes, and a high use of aggressive
themes.

Disturbances in play were reflected also in the

variations in the expression of affect.

At two months after

divorce, children of both sexes in divorced families showed
less happy, affectionate and task involved affect and more
depressed, anxious, guilty and apathetic affect than did
children of nondivorced families.

Play disruption was

consistently related to anxiety and emotional disturbance in
children.

These patterns of differences changed over time.

In the first year following divorce, there was disruption
found in the social relations and play of boys and girls
from divorced families.

The adverse effects disappeared for

the girls by two years after the divorce; however, the
effects were more severe and enduring for the boys.

At one

year after divorce, girls in divorced families were still
more anxious and less happy than girls in nondivorced
families, but again these differences vanished by two years
following the divorce.

Boys from divorced families exhib-

ited more hostile affect in the first year after divorce and
were still less happy and more anxious than boys from nondivorced · families two years following divorce.

In the year
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following divorce, both girls and boys showed increased
dependency behavior and high rates of negative social
behavior.

Again, this was more enduring for ~oys than girls

(Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1979a).
A longitudinal study of drawings of children of divorce
revealed that children from mother-custody families, over
time, increasingly omit their fathers from the drawings and
tend to draw their mothers as larger than their fathers.
This appears to be the children's way of expressing their
sense of the growing peripherality of their fathers.

Also,

it was found that children tend to add people from outside
the nuclear family in an apparent compensatory effort to
fill the space of the missing father.

Finally, it was found

that one-quarter of the sample, at one year follow-up,
showed a drop in creativity and a rise in constriction in
their family drawings, raising the question of how well or
poorly children of divorce do over time (Isaacs & Levin,
1984).
Hetherington et al. (1985) conducted a six-year followup of a longitudinal study of the effects of divorce on
parents and children.

The original sample consisted of 144

middle-class white children and their parents.

Half of the

children were from divorced, mother-headed families, and the
other half were from intact families.
half were girls and half were boys.

Within each group,
At the time of the

follow-up study six years aftec the divorce, the subjects
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were custodial parents and children in 124 of the original
144 families.
age.

The children were an average of 10 years of

The sample also included an expanded cross-sectional

cohort involving divorced, remarried, and nondivorced
families.

Results showed that divorce had more adverse,

long-term effects on boys; whereas, the remarriage of a
custodial mother was related to an increase in behavioral
problems for girls and some decrease in problems in boys.
Hetherington et al. (1985) noted that children seem to
benefit from the presence of an involved same-sex parent or
parent surrogate.

In contrast, divorced mothers and their

daughters often form a close relationship which may be
disrupted by the intrusion of a stepfather.

This study, in

agreement with a number of other studies, showed that
externalizing behavior is more stable over time for boys and
internalizing for girls.

In other words, early aggressive

and antisocial behavior is more predictive of later
behavioral and social problems than is early withdrawal and
anxiety.

Children in divorced families encountered more

negative life changes than children in intact families.
These negative life changes were associated with children's
behavior problems six years following divorce (Hetherington
et al., 1985).
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980a), in a landmark study,
followed 60 northern California families and their 131 children, who were between the ages of 3 and 18 at the time
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of separation, for a period of five years.

(Initial find-

ings of the study were discussed earlier in this paper.)
One year after the initial extended contact of six months, a
follow-up study was conducted.

It was found that despite

the impact of postdivorce environmental stress and diminished parental support, the majority of children improved
from their acute response to the separation and resumed
their developmental progress.

The intensity of the chil-

dren's feelings had abated and most of the children were no
longer profoundly lonely.

However, childhood depression was

diagnosed in many of the children one year after the initial
assessment.

These depressed children experienced difficul-

ties in social adjustment and their school performance was
well below potential.

Responses of youngsters at the

five-year mark were not governed by the child's age or stage
of development as were initial responses, nor were they
governed by sex differences as were the responses at the
first follow-up.

Rather, the more enduring responses at the

five-year outcome, although somewhat related to age and sex,
were linked primarily to other factors.

Basically, seven

variables were identified as having a positive effect on
children's divorce adjustment.

They include:

(a) ability

of parents to resolve postdivorce conflict and anger; (b)
ability of custodial parent to resume or improve parenting
role; (c) ability of noncustodial parent to maintain a
mutually satisfying relationship with the child;
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(d) personality characteristics of the child and the
capacity to use his or her coping skills; (e) availability
of support systems; (f) diminished angry and depressive
reactions by the child; and (g) sex and age of the child.
Thirty-four per cent of the children appeared to be coping
successfully at the five-year mark.

They displayed high

self-esteem, good coping skills, sensitivity and social
maturity.

Thirty-seven per cent of all children and ado-

lescents were found to be moderately to severely depressed.
Intense loneliness was noted in 27% of the children at
the five-year mark, an increase over the 18-month mark.
Twenty-nine per cent of the children were in the middle
range of adjustment; they exhibited age-appropriate behaviors in social situations and interpersonal relationships.
They were learning at grade level at school and their
teachers considered them average.

Results revealed that

the physical separation of the parents precipitated a
wide range of feelings and behavioral changes in the
children at home and in school (Wallerstein & Kelly),
1980a).
Preliminary findings of yet another longitudinal study
of the California Children of Divorce, conducted 10 years
following the decisive marital separation, suggest that some
psychological effects of divorce are long lasting.

Observa-

tions were based on 40 young people who were nine years of
age or older at the time of their parents' divorce.

The
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subjects were 16 young men and 24 young women ranging in age
from 19 to 29 at the 10-year mark.

Findings revealed that a

significant number were burdened by unhappy memories of
t

their parents' marital disruption.

Their predominant

feelings were restrained sadness, continuing resentment at
parents, and a sense of childhood deprivation.

As a group,

they were strongly committed to the ideals of an enduring
marriage and to values that include romantic love and
fidelity.

These young men and women, especially the young

women, were fearful of repeating their parents' mistakes in
a relationship of their own.

They were especially eager to

avoid divorce for the sake of their future children.

It

appears that one of the long-lasting sequelae of the experience of parental divorce during childhood is a "fixed
identification" as a child of divorce.

Outcome reports from

this study may be at considerable variance with earlier
findings and may reflect "sleeper" or delayed responses to
marital disruption or responses related primarily to the
effects of the new developmental level and associated tasks
that have been hindered by the child's experiences within
the divorced or remarried family (Wallerstein, 1985a;
1985c).
In a two-year follow-up investigation of a nationwide
study of the impact of divorce on children, researchers
utilized a mnltifactored and multimethod approach to evaluating children's intellectual, social-behavioral, and
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adjustment characteristics, as well as family and school
environments.

This longitudinal study assessed the mental

health of 110 children from the original sample of 699
school-age children.

Longitudinal data indicated that chil-

dren of divorce continued to experience poorer mental health
than their peers from intact families.

Divorced-family

children exhibited more deviant behaviors and displayed less
social competence and task-related behaviors at school and
home.

Boys showed more adverse effects than did girls.

For example, boys in divorced households displayed less
appropriate behavior, less happiness and less work effort
than boys from intact families.

The average length of time

since divorce was six-and-a-half years at the time of this
longitudinal study, illustrating clearly that the effects
of divorce do not simply disappear after one or two years
(Guidubaldi & Perry, 1985).
Kulka and Weingarten (1979) examined the results of
two cross-sectional surveys of some 2,400 Americans, one
conducted in 1957 and the other in 1976, to determine
long-term effects of parental divorce on adult adjustment
and psychological functioning ·.

Although these two samples

span a period of an unprecedented increase in the divorce
rate, the examiners found that there were few generational
differences in reaction to divorce.

Results indicated

no differences in overall adjustment or depression in
adulthood between people from nonintact and intact families.
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However, young adults from divorced backgrounds (ages 21-34)
were less likely to be "very happy" and more likely to
report symptoms of poor physical health than those from
intact families.

There was a greater tendency for adults

from divorced backgrounds to identify their childhood or
adolescence as the most unhappy time of their lives.

Also,

they were more likely to say that as adults, they had been
"on the verge of a nervous breakdown."

Feelings of anxiety

are more prevalent among men from divorced families than
their counterparts from intact families.

Kulka and

Weingarten (1979) found that for both generations, persons
from backgrounds of parental divorce are significantly more
likely to report having experienced marital problems than
respondents from intact backgrounds.

Sex differences

emerged for adult people from divorced backgrounds regarding
marital and parental roles.

While men from divorced back-

grounds appeared to value marriage at least as much as other
men, women from such backgrounds appeared to consider their
marital role less important than their married peers from
intact home backgrounds.

Sex differences also emerged in

relationships between intactness of parental home and valuation of parental role.

Men from divorced homes tended to

be less involved fathers, while women from divorced homes
tended to be strongly involved mothers when compared to
their counterparts from intact families.

It was concluded

that because the relationships between experiencing parental
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divorce and the various measures of adult adjustment were
not very powerful, these early experiences have, at most, a
modest effect on adult adjustment (Kulka & Weingarten,

1979).

CHILDREN'S ADJUSTMENT TO PARENTAL DIVORCE
./4esearch has shown that there are many factors that
mediate children's short- and long-term adjustment to their
parents' divorce.

The short-term effects of divorce may be

conceptualized from a crisis model perspective
(Hetherington, 1979b).

In the immediate pre- and post-

divorce period, the child may be responding to life changes
such as marital discord and family disruption that usually
precede and accompany separation, the loss 6f a parent, the
modification of parent-child relations that may be associated with temporary distress and emotional exigency of
family members, and other real or imagined threats to the
well-being of the child that are elicited by the uncertainty
of the situation.

Therefore, stresses associat~d with loss,

change, conflict, and uncertainty may be critical factors in
the child's short-term adjustment to divorce J

The longer

term adjustment of the child is related to prolonged or
concurrent conditions associated with the characteristics of
life in a single-parent household such as alterations in
support systems, the increased prominence of the custodial
parent, the lack of availability of the noncustodial parent,
the presence of one less signifi~~nt adult in the household
to serve as a model or disciplinarian, to participate in
decision making, or to assume responsibility for household
38
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tasks and child care, and finally, changes in family
functioning related to continued stresses associated with
practical problems of living, such as altered economic
resources (Hetherington, 1979b).
Research evidence indicates variability in children's
responses to divorce.

Some children manifest severe or

prolonged disruptions in development, while others seem to
weather the stress of marital discord without any significant psychological consequences.

The data show that a

number of factors are involved in children's adjustment to
divorce, including age, sex, and developmental status of the
child, pauent-child relationships, environmental changes,
interpersonal relationship between the divorced parents, and
the psychological health of the parents.

One of the most

crucial factors in the post-divorce adjustment of the child
appears to be the quality of the child's relationship with
both parents.

If the child is able to maintain a good,

stable relationship with both parents despite the differences between them, then the chances for normal emotional
and social development are enhanced.

Maladjustment occurs

among children who become alienated from both their parents
as a result of marital conflict.

Having rejected both

parental models, such children are more likely to be poorly
socialized, increasing the chances of antisocial behavior
(Hetherington, 1981; Zill, 1983).
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All conclusions cited in the following studies were
based on statistically significant differences, unless
otherwise noted.

Hetherington, Cox and Cox (1978) utilized

a comprehensive, multivariate longitudinal study to investigate the impact of divorce on family functioning and
children's development in the two years following divorce.
Their sample consisted of 48 divorced and intact white
middle-class families and their preschool children.

The

families were matched by age, sex, nursery school attendance
and birth order of the child, and by parents' age, education
level, and length of marriage.

Assessment instruments

included parental interviews, structured diary records,
observations of parent-child interactions at home and in the
laboratory, observations of child-teacher and child-peer
interactions in school, parents and teacher ratings of the
child's behavior, as well as personality tests and
self-report ratings by parents.

Additionally, child

development measures were utilized which assessed sex role
typing, cognitive performance, and social development.
goals of the study were:

The

(a) to examine responses to the

family crisis of divorce and patterns of reorganization and
alterations in functioning of the family over the two-year
period following divorce; (b) to examine stresses, support
systems, and patterns of family functioning that were
associated with positive and negative outcomes for divorced
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family members; and, (c) to compare the stresses, family
functioning, support systems and developmental status of
children in divorced and nondivorced familiesp

Test

sessions were conducted at two months, one year, and two
years following divorce, and the data were analyzed.
Essentially, the results indicated that the families
experienced disorganization and severe stress during the
first year following divorce (Hetherington~ 1979a;
Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1978, 1979a).

Investigation

results showed different coping patterns of mothers and of
fathers and changes in parental functioning as a result of
divorce.

Both mothers and fathers were found to feel

incompetent, lonely, alienated, and depressed.

Parents were

unable _to cope with parenting tasks due to their own
emotional needs, and were unable to offer support to other
members of the family.

Parents made fewer maturity demands

on their children and demonstrated less consistency in
disciplining, reasoning, and communicating with their
children.

They also displayed less interaction and

affection toward their children.

Children from divorced

families exhibited higher levels of aggressive, demanding,
and disobedient behaviors as compared to children from
intact families.

Mother-son interactions were negatively

affected by a d~cline in the mother's parenting skills.
Increased aggressive behaviors were associated with
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increased coercive parental behaviors, which, in turn,
increased sons' negative behaviors.
The results of the two-year follow-up study
(Hetherington et al., 1978) indicated that most of the
initial adverse effects of divorce were abated.

At two

years postdivorce, mothers were demanding more autonomous
mature behavior of their children, were communicating
better, were more consistent and nurturant, and were better
able to control their children than they were the previous
year.

A similar pattern emerged for divorced fathers in

maturity demands, consistency and communication, but they
became less nurturant and more detached from their children
with time.

However, research data indicated that except in

cases when the noncustodial father is extremely maladjusted
or hostile, continued involvement of the father is
associated with positive outcomes for mothers and children.
Low postdivorce conflict between parents and general agreement regarding child-rearing methods were cited as important
factors in reduced stress and disorganization for parents
and children.

Hence, it appeared that both adjustment and

equilibrium were being established by the second year
following divorce (Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1976, 1978,
1979a).
It should be remembered that this study utilized a
sample of young preschool children whose mean age at the
two-month session was 3.92 years, at the one-year session,
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4.9 years, and at the final session, 5.81 years; therefore,
it would be difficult to generalize the findings to older
children and adolescents.
Landis (1960) conducted a study to determine the
effects of parental divorce on children.

The sample was

composed of 295 university students, all children of
divorced parents.

Each student was asked to complete an

eight-page anonymous questionnaire covering items regarding
family background, evaluation of the home before the child
learned of ~he parents' p~ospective divorce, the child's
reactions to the divorce, a postmarital history of the
parents, including remarriages, and the child's adjustment
to the parents\divorce and remarriage.

Analysis of the

data indicated that children of divorce · annot be treated as
a homogeneous group.

It appears that parental divorce

affects children in various ways, depending on such factors
as the age of the child at the time of the divorce and how
the child perceived the home situation prior to learning of
the possible divorce.

Landis (1960) described the

potentially traumatic situations existing for the child of
divorce:

(a) learning of the divorce; (b) the occurrence of

the divorce; and (c) the changes that occur after the
divorce, including a redefinition of feelings and attitudes
toward parents, and the potential of parents "using" a child
during the pre- or postdivorce period.

Awareness of the

pending divorce, adjustment to the fact of divorce, defining
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new relationships with parents, and possible new adjustments
in school and with peer groups because of the new status as
the child of divorced parents, and recognition of the
implications of their parents' failure in marriage are
stressful events for the child of divorcing parents.
Another adjustment some children may experience is the
remarriage of one or both parents.

Preliminary analysis of

the data on the 295 children indicated that it was necessary
to divide the sample into two groups -- those who remembered
the time preceding their parents' divorce and those who did
not.

Thirty-eight per cent o~ the children (112) were too

young at the time of the divorce to remember the circumstances in the home prior to the divorce.

Findings of the

study showed that adjustment to divorce was more traumatic
for those who viewed their homes as happy prior to the
divorce than it was for those children who perceived their
predivorce homes as unhappy and characterized by open
conflict between parents.

It was noted that younger chil-

dren who remembered the divorce tended to be less aware of
the traumatic effects than were older children (Landis,
1960).
Anthony (1974) asserted that children's adjustment to
divorce varies with the age and stage of development, with
the sex, with the quality of the early environment, with the
amount of stress previously experienced, and with the
ability of the parents to provide security.

He described
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how the nature of the marital conflict prior to divorce
affects the type of psychological reactions manifested.

He

noted that there is a tendency for some children to idealize
their family life.

In one study, the majority of grown-up

children (80%) recalled the predivorce period as one in
which their families were closely united and free from overt
conflict, with only a minority (20%) reporting constant open
warfare between the parents.

However, Anthony (1974) noted,

in many homes, parental conflict is often open and turbulent
and children become frightened witnesses to constant strife
between the parents.

In still another type of marriage, the

relationship becomes gradually devitalized.

A sense of void

is prevalent, and family life is characterized by tediousness and boredom.

Anthony (1974) concluded, "'Whereas the

children from conflicted marriages are inclined to be
irritable, restless, aggressive, and difficult, the children
from devitalized marriages generally react with flatness and
lack of z,est" (p. 466).

He noted that the major affect

during the crisis of divorce is grief associated with guilt,
and the major affect in the postdivorce period is shame
coupled with strong resentment.

Anthony (1974) further

postulated that clinically abnormal marital relationships,
where one of the parents is psychiatrically ill, are
especially inclined to give rise to pathological disturbances in the children, particularly if prolonged into the
latter part of childhood and adolescence.

In a neurotic
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marriage, the children may be caught up in coalitions with
either parent and be emotionally exploited.

In intense

marital relationships with overt hostility, children often
serve as pawns, scapegoats, manipulators, and allies of
conflicting parents (Anthony, 1974).
Assessing the impact of divorce on children and their
abilities to deal with the stress associated with the
adjustment process has become the focus of study for many
researchers in recent years.

For example, Kurdek (1981)

studied children's divorce adjustment in the context of
psychological, social, cultural, and familial variables.
Based on Bronfrenbrenner's (1979) human development model,
Kurdek utilized a framework consisting of four components:
(a) the macrosystem, representing cultural belief systems
and ideologies regarding family life; (b) the exosystem,
representing environmental stability and external social
support; (c) the microsystem, representing intrafamilial
relations experienced by the child; and (d) the ontogenic
system, consisting of intraindividual factors for coping
with stress.

Kurdek (1981) maintained that children's

positive or negative adjustment to divorce is influenced by
these hierarchically imbedded sets of factors.

The macro-

system involves cultural values, beliefs, and attitudes that
directly or indirectly influence how a child perceives and
is affected by the parents' divorce.

Kurdek (1981) postu-

lated that c~ltural changes in beliefs and attitudes
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regarding the American family, the role of parents,
child-rearing techniques, children's rights, and divorce can

be perceived as providing a supportive ideological context
within which divorce can be experienced as a time of con
structive change rather than long-lasting trauma.

He

cautioned, however, that "'divorce is· still perceived as a
social stigma" (p. 858).

The exosystem represents broad

social factors that, while not directly affecting the developing person, do impinge o,n the settings within which that
person is contained (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979).

With regard to

divorce, Kurdek (1981) maintains these factors involve the
amount of environmental change caused by the divorce (e.g.,
changes in residence, alterations in economic situation, and
altered attitudes, behaviors, and availability of both
parents) as well as the formal and informal support systems
available to the single-parent family (e.g., friends,
family, counselors, and self-help organiz,atfons).

Kurdek

(1981) suggested that current assessments of environmental
change resulting from div·o rce need to be broadened in
several respects, including examination of the quality and
quantity of change, ratings of divorce-related changes' a l ong
both positive and negative continuua, and incorporation of
children's assessment of environmental change.

It is his

contention that broadening our understanding of environmenta] changes re]atedl to divorce would provide the detai s
for the design of needed support systems.
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The rni crosystem represents intrafamilial interactions
e xperienced by the child in the pre- and postdivorce
se tt ing.

R,e s earchers have documented global postdivorce

changes in parent and parent-child functioning and have
i d e ntified intra-family factors that lessen the cognitive,
emotiona l , and social development adjustment problems of
children of divorce.

Kurdek (1981) noted the need for

information on the manner in and frequency with which these
adj stment-related factors emerge over the immediate and
long-term postdivorce period.

Also, little is known about

the types of support systems available to children of
divorce.

Other areas in need of study are the child's

relations with the kin of the noncustodial parent and the
active role the child plays in the structuring of postdivorce family relations.

The ontogenic system represents

the diverse abilities the individual child has for dealing
with stress caused by the divorce.

Research indicates that

developmental level has consistently been found to be
related to both the quality and quantity of children's
divorce adjustment.

In addition to developmental status,

children's sex has also been related to divorce adjustment.
Research has shown that there is support for a cognitivedevelopmental perspective on children's divorce
adjustment (Kurdek, Blisk, & Siesky, 1981).

This study

demonstrated moderately positive relations between children's divorce adjustment and both interpersonal reasoning
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and internal locus of control.

It was recommended that

future research of ontogenic factors utilize psychometrically sound measures of children's divorce attitudes, a
multivariate framework, and age-related and interrelated
child factors.

Finally, Kurdek (1981) noted that in order

to explain how parental divorce can result in positive
changes for one child, negative changes for a second child,
and no changes for yet a third child, consideration must be
given to the interactions among the macrosystem, exosystem,
microsystem, and ontogenic system components of this framework.

He suggested that these interactions could be

conceptualized in terms of compensatory or buffering relationships.

For example, sufficient financial support at

the exosystem level may offset the stress of custodial
parent-child relations at the microsystem level.

Also, a

child's mature understanding and acceptance of the divorce
and his or her sense of responsibility and independence (all
ontogenic system factors) may reduce the negative impact on
the child of inadequate after-school programs (a microsystem
factor) [Kurdek, 1981].
Parish and Dostal (1980) studied children's adjustment
to parental divorce by having grade school children from
intact, divorced, and reconstituted families evaluate themselves, their mothers and their fathers.

Subjects were 738

children in grades five through eight, ranging from 11 to 14
years of age, who volunteered to participate in the study.

so
The students were enrolled in 14 different school districts
across Kansas.

Following procurement of parental consent,

the subjects responded to the Personal Attribute Inventory
for Children (PAIC) developed by Parish and Taylor (1978a,
1978b).

The PAIC contains 48 words (24 positive and 24

negative) arranged alphabetically.

Each child was asked to

choose 15 words which best fit the person in question,
completing a PAIC form for themselves, their mothers, and
their fathers.

Upon completion of all the appropriate

forms, each child was asked to provide additional information of intactness of family and whether remarriage had
occurred.

The aim of this study was to assess children's

perceptions of themselves and their parents and to determine
if these perceptions varied as a function of:

(a) family

intactness; (b) sex of child; and (c) subsequent remarriage
of the divorced mother.

The results indicated that children

from intact families tended to evaluate themselves and their
parents more positively than those from divorced families.
Children from reconstituted families, as opposed to children
from one-parent families, were found to evaluate themselves
somewhat more positively, their fathers significantly more
positively, and their mothers less favorably.

In other

words, the impact of divorce, solo parenting, and father
loss tend to be modified when the remaining parent (in this
study, the natural mother) remarries.

Specifically, with

the mothers' remarriage, children's self-concepts and
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evaluations of their absent fathers appear to become more
favorable.

In contrast, children from reconstituted

families evaluate their mothers less favorably, although not
significantly so (Parish & Dostal, 1980).
Conceptualizing divorce as an occurrence which results
in significant environmental changes for both parents and
children, Stolberg & Anker (1983) investigated the relationship between child psychopathology and marital dissolution.
Seventy-nine boys and girls, aged 6 to 16, from divorced and
intact families participated in the study.

The "divorce"

group was composed of children (N=39) whose natural parents
had been divorced less than three years and who were
currently living in a mother-headed household.

The "intact"

group (N=40) consisted of children whose natural parents
were married and living together.

The families were matched

for sex of child, current age of child, and pre-divorce
annual per capita income.

Children from "divorce" and

"intact" groups were administered the Semantic Differential
which ~as used to measure the impact of divorce on the
perception of environmental stimuli likely related to
divorce and on the perception of environmental stimuli not
likely to be influenced by divorce.

Based on pilot studies,

16 scales (word-pairs) were chosen for . this study.

The

scales were used to assess the children's conceptual
compositions pertaining to six environmentally significant
stimuli.

They were:

Mother, Father, Self, Home, Family,
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and Marriage.

Conceptual compositions pertaining to six

environmental stimuli not likely to be influenced by divorce
were assessed.

This was done to demonstrate a selective

change in the child's perceptual technique which directly
reflects environmental alteration.

The words were:

Book,

Sun, Chair, Lamp, Door, and Floor.

All parents were asked

to complete the Child Behavior Checklist, the Recent Life
Changes Questionnaire and the Demographic Data Questionnaire.

Parents in the "divorce" group were asked to

complete the Environmental Changes Questionnaire.

The Child

Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1966) is a 118-item, behavior
problem checklist.

The Recent Life Changes Questionnaire

(Rahe, 1975) is a 55-item objective questionnaire and was
completed by the mother.

The form included questions

regarding stressful events the rater may have undergone in
recent months.

Examples of items included on the form are:

an illness or injury which kept you in bed a week or more,
change in your work hours or conditions, and experienced
changes in finances.

The 19-item Environmental Changes

Questionnaire was completed by the mother.

Questions

related to extrinsic changes in the environment since the
divorce.

Examples of items are:

Change in per capita

income, change in amount of time that mother (father) is in
the home, and moving to new residence.

Results of this

study identified processes leading to child psychopathology
as types of changes, changes in parent-child relations, and
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increased demands on the custodial parent.

Data indicated a

relationship between child psychopathology, age at divorce,
and environmental changes.

Divorce, it appears, affects the

psychological development of children and may result in the
acquisition of certain abnormal behavioral and cognitive/perceptual patterns.

Children in the "divorce" group

exhibited lower levels of prosocial, school-related
. behaviors and higher levels of inappropriate interpersonal
behavior patterns, as compared to children from the "intact"
group.

Also, the divorce group children tended to perceive

stimuli relating to significant interpersonal figures in
their environment as being less meaningfully organized in
activity and daily routines.

Environmental change affected

children of divorce differently from intact marriage
families.

The greatest amount of change in the divorce

group was associated with the greatest behavior pathology,
while the reverse was true for children from intact
families.

Data analysis also indicated a significant

interaction between age and marital status on the cognitive/perceptual development of children.

Children of

divorce perceived stimuli in their environment to be more
disorganized in activity than did children from intact
homes.

Additionally, the younger the .child of divorce, the

more negative and disorganized was this perception.

No

differences according to age were found for the intact
group.

It was concluded that since change appears to be a
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major determinant in the development of child psychopathology in some children of divorce, conceptualizing divorce as
environmental change has significant implications for the
development of primary prevention programs for this
population of children.

The authors suggested that the

following procedures should be incorporated in the formulation of a preventative community mental health program for
children of divorce:

(a) Primary prevention efforts should

be aimed at children whose home environments have been
changed substantially following divorce, focusing on
clarifying or correcting the child's self-perception, family
perceptions and parent perceptions which have been altered
by the divorce.

(b) Emotional support for the child should

be provided temporarily by a source outside the home while
the parent is adjusting to new life circumstances.

(c)

Children should be taught self-control methods to deal with
acting out, aggressive and school-related behaviors.

(d)

Custodial parents should be assisted in re-establishing
social and emotional support systems.

(e) Custodial parents

should be taught necessary skills required to satisfy the
new responsibilities which they face.

These skills include

appropriate and effective child-rearing procedures and daily
family care considerations.

(f) Custodial parents should be

assisted in meeting their own emotional and practical needs
in order to decrease their stress and allow them to

55
eventually become more emotionally available to the child
(Stolberg & Anker, 1983).
In an exploratory study conducted by Bonkowski,
Boomhower and Bequette (1985), 46 latency-age participants
in an eight-week group intervention for children adjusting
to parental divorce were asked to write a letter to their
parent or parents, asking any questions or sharing with them
any feeling they had about the divorce..

The letter writing

occurred in the fourth week of the groups and after a
centering exercise to help the children to become more aware
of some of their feelings and attitudes about divorce.

The

children were instructed to write a letter to either the
custodial or non-custodial parent.

They were told that the

letters would not be mailed to their parents, but would be
read privately by the group leaders.

The 46 children (25

girls and 21 boys) in the sample ranged in age from 6 to 12
years, with the average age being 9.02 years.

Analysis of

findings identified clusters of unexpressed questions, ideas
and feelings of latency-age children from divorcing
families.

Significant differences in expressed themes were

apparent between boys and girls, and in time elapsed since
parental divorce.

Twenty children in this study were living

in families where the parents were divorced less than one
year, 13 children's parents had been divorced one-to-three
years, and another 13 children's parents had been divorced
for more than three years.

The findings revealed that not

56

only children whose parents are in the first stages of
divorce express feelings, concerns and questions, but so do
children whose parents have been divorced for several years.
Results showed that over half of the feelings expressed in
the letters were mixed, reflecting the children's ability to
cognitively label a wide range of emotions produced by the
divorce experience.
only anger.

Nine of the children (19%) expressed

The children expressed very little relief,

happiness or sadness regarding their parents' divorce.

The

absence of expression of sadness was a surprising finding,
since the literature (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980) suggests
this is a common reaction of children to parental divorce.
It was suggested that perhaps the children were unable to
effectively communicate sadness in writing.

A longing for

and caring about the non-custodial parent was expressed by
13 children (28%), substantiating Wallerstein and Kelly's
(1980a) finding that regardless of custody, the emotional
significance of the relationship with each parent did not
diminish over a five-year period.

Seventeen children (37%)

asked questions about why their parents divorced.

Ten chil-

dren (22%) expressed a desire fo~ their parents to
reconcile.

Finally, eight children (17%) asked questions

about divorce in general or did not mention divorce at all.
It was noted that the children who did not mention divorce
were those who seemed to have the greatest difficulty in
expressing feelings toward the divorce in other group
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activities.

The most commonly expressed feeling by both

boys and girls was that of anger.

The most significant

finding of the study was that 44% of the girls expressed
complex, mixed feelings in their letters, whereas only
10% of the boys expressed more than one feeling.

It appears

that by latency age, girls are aware of their emotions and
feelings in a way that is strikingly different from boys.
That is, boys appear to be less aware of their divorcerelated emotions and thoughts as indicated by their
inability to express feelings, other than the feeling of
anger.

Results of this study were analyzed to determine how

time affects the resolution of loss of the original family.
A distribution of themes expressed in the children's letters
demonstrated that over a period of time, there was little
change in the expression of feelings.

A majority of the

children in the first year experienced mixed feelings or
anger.

Almost half the children whose parents had been

divorced one to three years expressed strong feelings toward
the divorce.

Sixty-one per cent of children whose parents

had been divorced three years or more still were communicating their feelings of anger or · a mixture of emotions
relating to the divorce.

It appears that time does not

dissipate the acuteness of the feeling~ toward parental
divorce; in fact, if anything, the feelings become stronger.
Longing for the non-custodial parent persisted over time,
with only a slight decline in the over three year group.
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The wish for parental reconciliation was the one variable
that was significantly affected by the passage of time.

In

the first year, 30% wished for reconciliation, whereas by
the time three years or more had passed, only 7% expressed a
desire for their parents to get back together.

By the end

of three years, many parents had remarried, or at least life
had restabilized; and children appeared to have accepted the
fact that their parents were not going to get back together
(Bonkowski, Boomhower & Bequette, 1985).
Research studies regarding the effects of socioeconomic
status (SES) on children's divorce adjustment are meager,
and the findings of these studies have been contradictory.
Furthermore, controls for SES have been insufficient in past
studies, making it difficult to discern whether negative
effects following divorce were primarily attributable to
decreased family income (Brown, 1980).

A conclusion of one

study was that decreased income was more detrimental than
the father's absence from the home (Colletta, 1979).
Results of another study (Hetherington et al., 1982)
indicated that economic factors did not relate to measures
of child adjustment.

Investigators in this study indicated

that because their sample was composed of white, middleclass families, perhaps the average income range was not
great enough to detect the effects of economic stress.
In Kurdek and Berg's correlational study (1983),
parents' social status did not emerge as a significant
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predictor of postdivorce adjustment.

Their study was

designed to assess the relationship between self-report
and parent-report measures of children's divorce adjustment; to explore relationships between children's specific
divorce adjustment, as assessed by the measures of interest,
and children's behavioral adjustment, as assessed both by
parents and by teachers; to examine age and sex differences on all measures of children's divorce adjustment;
and, finally, to explore the correlates of children's
divorce adjustment from the social, familial, and psychological contexts.
Participants in the study were drawn from a continuing
study of children and divorce.

All 70 custodial parents

were mothers (mean age= 35.08 years), white, and middleclass; mean Hollingshead (1977) social status= 45.16.
The mothers had been married an average of 14 years and
separated an average of 13.17 months.

In order to assure

independence between mothers' and children's responses, only
one child was randomly selected per family.

The 34 girls

and 36 boys had a mean age of 9.92 years.
Children completed four measures -- the Children's
Attitudes Toward Parental Separation Inventory (objective
measure), Understanding the Divorce (open-ended questionnaire), locus of control, and interpersonal understanding.
The Children's Attitudes Toward Parental Separation Inventory (CAPS!) is a 60-item objective measure presented in
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a "yes-no" format.
scales:

Ten items are included in each of six

Peer Ridicule and Avoidance ("It would upset me if

other kids asked a lot of questions about my parents"),
Paternal Blame ("My father caused the breakup of my
family"), Fear of Abandonment ("Sometimes I worry that soon
I may be left all alone with no one to take care of me"),
Hope of Reunification ("Some day the whole family will
probably live together again"), Maternal Blame ("It was
usually my mother's fault when my parents had a fight"), and
Self-Blame ("It's probably my fault that my parents are
unhappy").

Each response was keyed for adjustment, and a

total score was derived by summing all the adjusted responses.

Understanding-the-Divorce Questionnaire is a

nine-i tern· questionnaire which tapped children's understanding of the word "divorce" ("What does it mean when two
people get divorced?"), parental reconciliation ("Do you
think your mom and dad will ever live together again?

Why

or why not?"), blame for the divorce ("Do you think anyone
is to blame for your mom and dad not being together like
they used to be?

If so, who?"), parent personalities ("What

is your mom like?"), and friends' reactions to the divorce
("Have you told many friends that your mom and dad don't
live together?'').

Responses ~ere keyed for adjustment, as

described in an earlier study (Kurdek, Blisk, & Siesky,
1981), and a total score was derived by summing the scores
on each item.

The Norwicki-Strickland locus-of-control is a
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162 items dealing with children's divorce experiences.
following eight scores were derived from the PSI:

The

Chil-

dren's Attitudes Toward Divorce, Children's Emotional
Reactions to the Divorce, Environmental Change, Mothers'
Social Support System, Mothers' Divorce Adjustment, Mothers'
Current Stress Levels, Current Interparental Conflict, and
Contact with the Noncustodial Father.

The teacher measure

was Gesten's (1976) Health Resource Inve~tory, a 46 item
measure of children's personal and social competence.
Analyses of the results showed significant relationships between the measures of children's divorce adjustment
obtained from custodial parents and those obtained from
children's self-reports.

Pearson correlations, and

correlations with the effects of age partialled, are
presented for the four child divorce-adjustment measures
and the parent-rated and teacher-rated scores in Table 1.
Table 1. Con-elations Amos:ig Children', Dh·orcc Adjustment Scorca and Con-clatioru Between
Children', Divorce Adjustment and General Behnioral Adjustment
Di""'" .Adjw1mn&1 Scl1Pr
Di,-c, Adjwt,r.t'fll
ScUndcn1anding the Dh•orcc

CAPS/

Undnsi.Mi"f
tlu Di""'"

l't17ffll·liolld

CAl'Sl

/'ortnJ·Raud
E.PM1"""'1 R.r1i.v

.35' (.33t

Pan:n1-Ra1cd CAPSJ

.4J' (.39y

.3l' (.30t

Pan:n1•Ra1cd Emotional Reactions

.::?3• (.lS)

.:z5· c.22r

.4-0'

par

(n • 70)

Pan:n1-Ra1cd (n • 46)
Tuchcr·Ratcd (n • 32)

- .25' ( - .35)'

.2, c.32r

• t< .o~;
• f<.01.
• r<.001.

(Kurdek & Berg, 1983)

- .24·

c.2~r

.33· c.36r

- .20 (- .25)
.08 (.ll)

- .l6

c- .26r

.3J·

(.3'r

- -~ (- .54)'

- .32' (.39)'

63

Even with the effects of age partialled out, the
pattern shows a moderately positive relationship between
children's adjustment specifically to divorce and their
more global behavioral adjustment.
Consistent with previous reports (Kurdek, Blisk, &
Siesky, 1981), older children were found to be better
adjusted to their parents' divorces than younger children.
The researchers noted, however, that because families were
not matched for length of parental separation, age effects
may be confounded with length of parental separation, in
that older children may also have spent longer periods of
time in a single-parent family.

It was also found that

children's divorce adjustment was moderately related both
to an internal locus of control and to high levels of
interpersonal understanding.

Thus, positive divorce

adjustment may be associated with children's attributing
outcomes to factors under their control and with their
perceiving both individuals and relationships in terms
of psychological rather than concrete dimensions.

Unlike

previous researchers (Kurdek, Blisk, & Siesky, 1981;
Reinhard, 1977), significant sex differences were found in
children's divorce adjustment, such that girls were better
adjusted than boys.

Results indicated that children's

divorce adjustment was unrelated to the degree of environmental change.

It was also found that there was no

significant relationship between parents' social status and
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children's divorce adjustment.

The investigators acknowl-

edged, however, that their middle-class sample may not
have had to endure the financial duress that frequently
results from divorce, thereby limiting the extent to which
generalizations could be made.

Further findings of this

study indicated that children's divorce adjustment was
significantly related to mothers' use of social support
systems, mothers' own divorce adjustment, low maternal
stress, low inter-parental conflict, and time spent alone
with the noncustodial parent (Kurdek & Berg, 1983).
In a paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the
American Sociological Association, Little (1982) asserted
that the degree of financial dislocation following divorce
depends on three factors -- custody arrangement, wife's
employment, and social class.

Data were gathered on men's

and women's employment, support payments, and income for
222 divorcing families who filed for divorce between
September, 1976, and December, 1977, in an urban county in
northern California.

Total income and per capita income

were computed for each family.

The total income accessible

to the household included monthly income, family support,
and transfer payments.

Transfer payments were comprised of

Social Security, welfare (Aid to Dependent Children),
pensions, and disability.

Family support included child and

spousal support, or alimony.

To calculate per capita

income, the total amount of income available within the
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household was computed and this figure was divided by the
number of persons in that household.

In compiling figures

to demonstrate the change in income for male- and femaleheaded households following divorce, census data for 1977
were used, with the population broken down into fifths (or
five levels), based upon total money available to the household.

To demonstrate the shifts which occurred among

male- and female-headed households during divorce, the
sample was divided into four income groups -- low income,
low middle income, high middle income, and high income.
Examination of the data revealed sharp financial
differences between male- and female-headed households after
divorce.

Some female-headed households experienced de-

creases of 50% or more in family incomes; whereas,
male-headed household income remained stable or decreased
by 25-30% at the most.
Computations were made to indicate changes which took
place as households moved from married to female-head
status.

Households were broken down into three categories:

(a) those in which the woman did not work outside the home
after the divorce; (b) households in which the wife did not
work during the marriage but returned to employment following the divorce; and, (c) those households in which the
woman was employed both before and after the divorce.

Post-

divorce income included wages received by the female head
of household, public transfer money, and family support from
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the ex-husband.

An appraisal of the data revealed that

women who worked during the marriage suffered severe
financial dislocation when they divorced.

The degree of

dislocation increased as the family's economic status
increased.

In the lowest group, there was a decrease of

about 30%.

In the next two groups, the change from married

to single status brought a decrease in income of 50% or
more.

In other words, the money available to these female-

headed households was cut in half.

The greatest decrease

in income, however, was experienced by women in the highest
group whose income was decreased by more than 66% when
they changed from married to single status.

Women who

were not employed during the marriage but returned to work
following the divorce, suffered a less severe financial
disruption.

In the lowest group, the economic situation

for households changed very little.

In the next group,

the female-headed households felt some financial dislocation, but as the women became employed, the decrease
was not severe.

Women in the high income groups experienced

the greatest financial dislocation.

In the two highest

income groups, even when women became employed and, assuming
the father continued court-ordered support, households fell
two levels after the divorce.

Households in which the women

did not work during the marriage and continued to remain
unemployed after the divorce suffered severe financial dislocations.

Twenty-three families in the lowest group fell
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to the poverty level when the husband departed.

Little

(1982) noted, "For the majority of female-headed households,
divorce precipitated an abrupt drop in economic status and
a shift from one economic level to another" (p. 8).

The

least amount of financial dislocation was experienced by
women who were not employed during the marriage but obtained
employment at the time of the separation.
The financial shifts in male-headed households were
much less dramatic.

If the woman was not employed during

the marriage, her departure did not effect the economic
situation of the household.

There was little exchange of

money following the divorce, since the woman seldom paid
child support and the custodial father seldom paid spousal
support.

If the wife worked during the marriage, her

departure caused a decrease in household income.

In the

lowest income group, this decrease was similar to that
experienced by female-headed households in the same class.
However, in the low middle and high middle income groups,
the decrease for male-headed households was not nearly so
severe as the drop in income experienced by female-headed
households in similar economic groups.

The loss of income

for male-headed households averaged 25-30% rather than the
50% decrease experienced by female-headed households.
Additionally, the male-headed households dropped approximately one level, rather than two or three, as common among
female-headed households.
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The findings of this study indicated that men and
women do not experience similar financial dislocations from
divorce.

Even when men retain custody of their children,

they and their children are affected less severely than
custodial mothers.

Noncustodial fathers may have less

monthly income but their income relative to their needs
actually increased.

This was especially true for men in

the upper middle and high income groups.
Little (1982) posed the questions, "What can be done to
ease this problem of financial loss for divorcing families?
In particular, are there any policies which may address this
issue of financial inequity?"

She suggested that based on

the findings presented in this study, one might argue that
fathers should be awarded custody of their children more
often.

She cautioned, however, that placement of children

should not depend upon material benefits offered by either
parent.

Also, the most effective parent may or may not be

the parent with the highest income.

Another solution would

be to require men to pay more support to their families,
but this may not be a tenable option.

Too often men now

fail to pay the minimum ordered by the court.

Some men re-

marry and take on additional financial responsibility.
Little (1982) suggested that the most reasonable solution
to this problem may also be the most difficult to achieve.
She asserted that if women received wages comparable to
men's, the financial dislocation endured by these families
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would be greatly reduced.

Little (1982) concluded that

even though the sex-wage disparity has become somewhat of
a truism during the past decade, this awareness has not
changed the actual circumstance.

In fact statistics sho w

that the sex-wage differential is increasing.

This differ-

ential will contribute to one-fourth of the children in the
United States experiencing financial difficulties when their
parents divorce (Little, 1982).
At a hearing of the Senate Subcommittee on Family and
Human Services (March 27, 1983), Dr. Judith Wallerstein
stated:
The economic stabilization of the parent or both
parents is critical to the well-being of the child.
Important components of this stabilization are reliable
employment, realistic and adequate child support -- and
I should say that more than one-half of the fathers in
this country do not pay child support -- guidance and
r~training for women returning to work, school, affordable child care, and after school programs that enhance
the child's life (p. 72).
As evidenced by previously cited research studies,
there are many factors that affect children's psycho l og i ca l
adjustment to divorce.

According to Wallerstein a nd Ke lly

(1980a), no single theme emerged among all of the chi l dr en
who enhanced, consolidated, or continued in their go od
developmental progress following the divorce.

Nor i s t here

a single theme which appears in the lives of those c hild ren
who deteriorated, either moderately or markedly.

Ra ther ,

a set of complex configurations emerged in which the
components came together in varying combinations in the
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individual life of each child.

Positive adjustment factors

noted at five years post separation included:

(a) chil-

dren's continuing relationship with both parents in an
arrangement which allowed each parent to be responsible for
and genuinely concerned about the well-being of the children; (b) the ability of the family to restabilize and
restore the parenting after the initial dip during the
breakup crisis; (c) separation of a child from a psychologically destructive or incestuous, abusive parent; (d) new
parental relationship within remarriages; and (e) dissipation of friction between parents.

Factors contributing

to children's negative adjustment included:

(a) children's

feelings of rejection or neglect by either the custodial or
noncustodial parent; (b) children's repeated disappointment
because of the father's infrequent or unreliable visiting,
or his insensitivity to them during visits; (c) children
living with a lonely, depressed, or emotionally disturbed
mother; (d) continued tension, bitterness, and fighting
between parents.

At the five-year follow-up, it was noted

that good father-child relationships appeared to be linked
to high self-esteem and the absence of depression in children of both sexes.

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980b), in an

article published in Psychology Today, reiterated that
perhaps the most crucial factor influencing a positive
readjustment for children of divorce is a stable, loving
relationship with both parents, between whom friction had
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aspects of family life and activities (e.g., contacts with
kin and friends, leisure activities, etc.), the nature and
extent of parent-child interaction, and the relationship
between different members of the family.

Some information

was obtained on all children but in-depth information was
obtained for only two children in each family (chosen at
random).

Questionnaires completed by teachers provided

information on the children's behavior at school.

Similar

questionnaires were completed by teachers for two other
children in the same class (matched fo·r age and sex).

The

teachers did not know who were the study children and who
were the controls.

For purposes of this study, the

teachers' questionnaire was used as the only measure of the
children's psychiatric state.
were made:

Two types of comparisons

(a) between children in the patient's family

and children in the general population; in other words,
case versus control comparisons (this demonstrates the
difference between the children of patients and other children of the same age, sex and school clas~); (b) within
sample comparisons, which involved children all of whom had
a parent under psychiatric care (the comparison indicates
which children in which type of family develop disorder in
relation to parental mental illness).

Results of "case

versus control" comparisons showed that p.sychiatric disorder was twice as common in the daughters of patients as
in the control girls, regardless of whether the patient
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was the mother or father.

In contrast, the rate of disorder

for sons of patients was only slightly higher than the rate
in the control boys.

In the control subjects, the rate of

disorder was twice as high in boys as in girls; whereas, in
the cases, disorder was equally common in the two sexes.
The case-control differences applied to girls at all ages,
but at no age was there a significant difference for boys.
The increased rate of disorder in the cases was due more to
an increase in antisocial disorder than to neurotic disorder.

The slight case-control difference for boys was

entirely accounted for by an increase in antisocial disorders; while the significant difference for girls was
somewhat more characterized by antisocial disorder than
neuroses, although both were increased a

The opposite

results were observed when within sample comparisons were
made.

The diagnosis of the parental illness and the sex

of the ill parent bore no relation to the likelihood of the
development of psychiatric illness in the children.

There

was a slight relationship between the social impact of the
illness on the family and the rate of disorder in the children, but by far the most salient variable was the quality
of family relationships.

When child disorder was compared

to marriage rating (good, fair/poor, very poor), it was
found that the marriage rating bore no relation to the rate
of disorder in girls.

On the other hand, for the boys, the

worse the parental marriage, the higher the rate of
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antisocial disorder.

(Marriage rating was based on many

factors including the frequency of quarreling, the amount
of warmth between husband and wife, the hostility and
criticism between husband and wife, the hostility and
criticism expressed by each about the other, and the quality
of husband-wife interactions).

It appears from the findings

that boys are more susceptible to the adverse effects of
marital discord.

This conclusion holds when specific

aspects of the marriage, such as frequency of quarreling,
are taken into consideration.

Again, the more the parents

quarreled, the more likely were the boys to manifest antisocial disorder.

In girls there was no difference.

Similar

findings emerged when parental structure was considered.
Thus, "broken homes" were related to antisocial disorder in
boys, but not in girls.

Similar findings were apparent when

consideration was given to parent-child relations.

When

parents exhibited very little warmth toward their children,
the rate of antisocial disorder was increased for sons but
not for daughters.

In summary, discord and disruption were

strongly and consistently associated with antisocial disorder in boys, but not girls.

No consistent associations

were found between family characteristics and neurosis in
either girls or boys.

The results of the two types of

comparisons appear paradoxical in that the case versus
control differences applied largely to girls, whereas the
within sample differences applied largely to boys.

75
One possible explanation may be that different mechanisms
are involved in the development of disorder in boys and
girls.

Disorder in boys seemed to emerge in large part as

a response to family discord.

Some other mechanism may be

responsible in girls, and it was suggested that it may be
largely genetic.

In other words, the effects of parental

disorder are predominantly environmental in boys and predominantly genetic in girls.

This hypothesis requires

further testing before it can be regarded as more than
speculative (Rutter, 1970).
On the other hand, Kalter (1977) found girls to be
more vulnerable to the development of emotional problems
postdivorce than boys.

Specifically, in reviewing records

of some 400 children referred for outpatient psychiatric
evaluation, it was found that adolescent girls from both
single-parent and stepparent divorced families manifested
more behavioral problems, specifically, drug taking and
sexual behavior, than their male counterparts (Kalter,
1977).
In a Virginia study (Hetherington et al., 1978) of the
effects of divorce on children, investigators focused on
preschool children and their parents during the two years
following divorce.

It was found that gender effects the

responses of children to their parents' divorce.

Evidence

showed that boys from divorced families experienced more
problems in the areas of cognitive, emotional, and social
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development than did girls.

Also, the impact of both

marital conflict and divorce seems more pervasive and longlasting for boys than for girls.

By two years after

divorce, disruptions in social and emotional development
in girls had largely disappeared; however, at two years,
boys continued to show developmental deviations.

Boys from

divorced families, in contrast to girls from divorced
families and children from nuclear families, exhibited a
higher rate of behavior disorders and interpersonal problems
in the home and in the school with teachers and peers.

At

school, divorced-family boys were more verbally aggressive,
immature, socially isolated, and less constructive in play.
Boys were still exhibiting more sustained, noncompliant
behavior in the home at two years after divorce.

It was

concluded that boys are more vulnerable than girls to
adverse effects of marital discord both at home and in the
school environment.

It has been suggested that loss of a

father is more stressful for boys than for girls.
In a series of investigations, Hetherington (1966,
1979a, 1979b, 1981) and Hetherington, Cox and Cox (1978,
1979a, 1979b, 1982, 1985) have identified consistent sex
differences in relation to postdivorce adjustment.

For

example, these authors have shown that sex-typing disruptions may occur in boys who have been separated from their
fathers in the first five years of life.

By contrast,

sex-typing disruptions are not usually found in young girls
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from single-parent, mother-headed homes regardless of time
of separation from their father.

Findings 'showed that there

were no significant differences between the sex role
preferences or sex role orientation of girls in singleparent and nuclear families.

These girls showed no differ-

ences in the amount of time involved with masculine and
feminine toys or activities, nor in time spent playing with
members of the same or opposite sex.

On the other hand, it

appears that sex-typing disruptions do occur in young boys
from divorced families.

Two years after divorce, boys were

scoring lower on male preference and higher on female
preference on the sex-role preference measures.

In addi-

tion, boys were drawing the female figure first more often
than did boys in nuclear families.

Additionally, their male

and female drawings showed less sex differentiation than did
those of boys in intact families and than did girls from
both divorced and nondivorced families.

By two years

postdivorce, boys in single-parent families were also
spending more time playing with girls and younger children.
Negative types of emotion were more frequent and enduring in
boys following divorce.

In the first year following

divorce, girls in divorced families were less happy and more
anxious than girls in nondivorced families; however, these
differences disappeared by two years following divorce.
cuntrast, boys from divorced families showed more hostile
affect in the first year following divorce and were still

In
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less happy and more anxious two years after the divorce.

It

has been proposed that younger boys may be exposed to more
stress, frustration and aggression, as well as less support
from their mothers, teachers and peers.

Additionally, it

has been suggested that boys are more distressed by the lack
of a male role model and the absence of a father's discipline.

Results of a six-year follow-up study of these

children showed that, whereas marital dissolution had more
adverse, long-term effects for boys, remarriage was more
disruptive for girls.

Sex differences also emerged in the

stability of the long-term adjustment, with externalizing
being more stable in boys and internalizing more stable in
girls (Hetherington, 1966, 1979a, 1979b, 1981; Hetherington,
Cox, & Cox, 1978, 1979a, 1979b, 1982, 1985).
A major finding of a nationwide study of the impact of
parental divorce on children (Guidubaldi et al., 1983) was
the consistent pattern of sex differences observed in children's divorce-related adjustment.

Divorced family boys

were found to experience greater behavioral, social, and
academic difficulties in comparison to both divorced family
girls and intact family boys.

Correlational analysis of

several behavioral measures of children from both divorced
and intact families suggested that divorced family girls
experienced very little divorce-related maladjustment.

Data

further showed that sex differences not only persist but
tend to incre·a se for older children.

That is, boys in the
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fifth grade experienced more difficulties than first or
third grade boys, whereas this age factor was not found for
girls.

In a two-year follow-up with a cohort of the

original sample, girls improved on social-emotional and
academic criteria while boys deteriorated (Guidubaldi,
1984).

Consistent with results of the initial study, one of

the most salient findings of this follow-up study was that
divorced-family status was more powerfully related to maladjustment for boys than for girls.

Boys from divorced

homes showed poorer performance on mental health measures
than intact-family boys, whereas there were no differences
in these same criteria between divorced- and intact-family
girls.

Data further revealed that divorced-group boys who

maintain contact with the father fare better than those who
do not have regular communication (Guidubaldi & Perry,
1985).

Consistent with findings from other studies, Hess

and Camara (1979) reported that differences between divorced
and nondivorced groups were greater for boys than girls on
stress and aggression.
A sex role modeling explanation for sex differences in
children's response to parental divorce is offered by
Santrock et al. (1982), who attribut~d differences to the
opposite-sex child-custody relationship.

Results of their

investigation showed that boys in mother-custody homes and
girls in father-custody homes had lower self-esteem than
girls in intact families.

Mother-custody girls and _
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intact-family girls were observed to be more socially
competent than mother-custody boys.

However, in father-

custody families, boys showed more competent social behavior
than girls.

Boys in father-custody families were less

demanding than girls in this type family structure, whereas
girls were less demanding than boys in mother-custody
families.

A comparable, significantly positive same-sex-

child and -parent effect was shown in children's
sociability, maturity, and independence (Santrock & Warshak,
1979; Santrock et al., 1982).
Sex differences were also identified in the California
Children of Divorce study.

Although no sex differences

emerged in overall psychological adjustment at the time of
the marital dissolution, at the eighteen-month mark, boys'
psychological adjustment had deteriorated noticeably,
whereas that of the girls had improved markedly, creating
a significant gap between the groups.

Data indicated that

fathers' relationships with their daughters following
marital separation was more consistent than their relationships with their sons.

This factor may have contributed to

boys' greater decline.

Also, girls may be more psycho-

logically resilient than boys.

Many · children in this study

found some support within the school setting, especially
those students who had been doing well in . school prior to
the marital disruption.

Children who had the capacity to

make use of adult substitutes turned to teachers who
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provided sympathy and attention.

Data revealed that girls,

rather than boys, were able to utilize teachers in these
ways.

At the five-year mark, sex differences emerged in

the father-child relationships.

Evidence showed that a

positive relationship with the father was more critical for
boys than girls.

Finally, a perplexing set of observations

was reported in the ten-year follow-up study of the
California Children of Divorce project.

Results suggested

that girls from divorced families may have a more turbulent
adolescence and a more stressful entry into young adulthood
than their male counterparts.

A significant number of these

young women were involved in short-term sexual relationships, and they described themselves as fearful of
commitment, anticipating infidelity and betrayal.

It was

concluded that boys, especially young boys, have a more
difficult adjustment immediately following the divorce but
that girls find adolescence a particularly perilous time
(Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977, 1979; Wallerstein & Kelly,
1980a, 1980c; Wallerstein, 1985, 1985c).
Results of a study by Slater et al. (1983) indicated
that male and female adolescents appear to react to divorce
and separation differently.

The experience, for male

adolescents, seemed to facilitate growth, as reflected in
their more positive self-concepts as well .as better perceptions of their family environment than males from intact
homes.

For females, however, the disruption appeared to be
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associated with harmful side effects.

Females who experi-

enced family disruption perceived more conflict in their
homes and had a poorer self-image than their male counterparts (Slater et al., 1983).
Bonkowski et al. (1985) conducted an experiment
whereby latency age boys and girls wrote letters to their
divorced parents expressing their feelings about the
divorce.

Differences in general behavior of these boys and

girls were observed which conformed to stereotypical sex
roles and sex typing.

Boys appeared angrier and more

active, while girls were more compliant but anxious.

In

analyzing the content of the letters, the most significant
finding was that 44% of the girls expressed complex,
multiple feelings, whereas only 10% of the boys expressed
more than one feeling (Bonkowski et al., 1985).

Finally,

inconsistent findings have been reported by Kurdek et al.
(1981) and Reinhard (1977) who found no sex differences in
children's adjustment to parental divorce.
In conclusion, research findings indicate a persistent
pattern of poorer postdivorce adjustment for boys.

This

maladjustment is manifested in boys' antisocial behavior,
disruption in their social and cognitive development, and
interpersonal problems at home and in the school environment.

On the other hand, some of the research has produced

contradictory results which showed either no sex differences
in postdivorce adjustment or greater adjustment for male
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adolescents as compared to their female counterparts.

It

is apparent that there is a need for further research in
the area of gender differences in divorce-related
adjustment.

DEVELOPMENTAL FACTORS
Recent research has affirmed the significance of
developmental factors in determining the nature of the response of the child to divorce (Hetherington, 1979a; Lamb, _
1977; Magrab, 1978; Neal, 1983; Rohrlich, Ranier, Berg-Cross

& Berg-Cross, 1977; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980a).

Hess and

Camara (1979) noted the capacity of the divorce experience
to interfere with normal developmental progress and to
inhibit development of the child's ability to work and play
capably.

In studies of children of divorce in both clinical

and nonclinical populations, developmental status has been
found to be consistently related to both the quantity and
quality of children's divorce adjustment (Kurdek, 1981).
Most researchers agree that a developmental approach is
essential to understanding and providing for children of
divorce (Magrab, 1978; Wallerstein, 1985c).
Developmental theory asserts that the child proceeds
at his or her own pace up a common developmental ladder
that is influenced by biological, psychological, cultural,
and individual differences.

Although there are several

theories of personality development, the emphasis in this
paper will be on Erikson's stages of development (Erikson,
1964).

One of the principles of Erikson's (1964) theory

is his notiori that each developmental stage involves a
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crisis 6r turning point.

Mastery of a given crisis requires

use of the individual's potentialities to develop the skills
necessary to satisfy his or her social and biological needs
as well as societal demands.
depends upon:

Resolving developmental crises

(a) maturation of biological structures

(genetic) needed for acquiring the new skills; and, (b)
acquisition of appropriate guidance from parents and various
social agencies (environmental).

Another Eriksonian prin-

ciple is that development is an epigenetic process, that
is, that each developmental stage is built upon preceding
ones.

In other words, the individual must master one

developmental task before he or she can attempt to resolve
the crisis at the next developmental stage.

Although

development is an epigenetic process, failure to master the
tasks of a given stage at the appropriate time does not
mean that development will be permanently arrested.

Thus,

Erikson contends that the tasks of a given stage can be
attained at any time in the life span of the individual
(Erikson, 1964).
The pioneering study by Wallerstein and Kelly (1980a)
carried out in Marin County, California, documented how
the divorce experience affected the psychological and
social development of children and adolescents.

The sample

consisted of 60 families and 131 children. · The children
initially ranged in age from three years to eighteen years.
A major contribution of this project was the delineation
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of the diverse responses to divorce for children at
different ages or developmental levels (Levitin, 1979).
The age-related responses were broken down into the following categories; Preschool children (approximately three to
five-and-one-half years old); young school-age children
(nine to twelve years old); and adolescents (Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1980a).

Since the California Children of Divorce

Project is the most comprehensive study (conducted over 10
years) of children's reactions to divorce at different
developmental levels, this paper will draw heavily upon
their findings.
Infants and Toddlers (0 to 3 years).

For the infant, the

major psychosocial developmental task is the acquisition
of internal and external trust through attachment behaviors
(Erikson, 1964).

The emotional state of the primary care-

giver, usually the mother, has the greatest effect on the
child during this period.

The way in which the mother

reacts to divorce will effect the quality of her parenting
skills.

The mother may be so overwhelmed by the experience

that she may become severely depressed and unable to
adequately care for the child.

If the mother is unable to

provide appropriate and sufficient care for the infant,
disturbances are _likely to occur in feeding, sleeping, and
elimination patterns.

For toddlers, the major psychosocial

developmental task is that of gaining a sense of autonomy
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and separateness (Erikson, 1964).

At the same time, it is

at the toddler stage that separation anxiety is at its
height and the child fears the loss of love and abandonment
as a response to his or her new assertiveness.

This

conflict between autonomy and fear of rejection produces
developmental ten sion in the child (Magrab, 1978).

Children

at this age need firm but reassuring external controls.

The

parents' reaction to the child is more important than · the
divorce per se.

The divorce may cause a parent to be un-

able to supply the love and encouragement the child needs
to become independent or may cause the parent to be overinvolved and too restricted toward the child (Rohrlich et
al., 1977).
Preschoolers (3 to 5 years).

Preschoolers are often

considered the most vulnerable group of children of divorce
because of their limited cognitive and social competencies
(Hetherington, 1981).

The psychosocial developmental task

at this stage is acquiring initiative and overcoming guilt
(Erikson, 1964).

Developmental disruptions at this stage

are likely to be manifested in the development of trusting
interpersonal relations and sex roles.

Along with ambiva-

lence in interpersonal relations, preschool children
manifest clinging and excessive dependence behaviors,
combined with angry, hostile, and aggressive conduct
(Hetherington, 1981).

Biller (1981) affirms the importance
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of early father-child attachment in the child's sex role and
personality development, noting that father absence before
the age of four or five appears to have a retarding effect
on masculine development.

According to Hetherington

(1979b), preschool boys in mother-headed families showed
disruptions in sex typing because of the absence of an
adult male model.

A structured homelife and authoritative

parenting, accompanied by nurturance and maturity demands,
seem to be critical to the preschooler's adjustment
(Hetherington, 1979b).
In their initial study of the effects of divorce on
children, Wallerstein and Kelly (1975) found that 1~-to3~-year-old children regressed in their behaviors.

Over-

whelmed by their anxiety, these very young children returned
to their security blankets, regressed in their toilet training, became whiney and demanding, and suffered acute
separation an~iety, general fearfulness, increased irritability, various sleep problems, cognitive confusion, and an
escalation in aggressive behavior.

Regressions occurred in

all of these children but were most extreme in those
children who had not been given an explanation of the
father's departure.

At the time of the follow-up one year

later, regressive and enhanced aggressive behaviors had
abated in most of these younger preschool ·children.

Still

apparent a year later in these otherwise improved children
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were very young at the time of the marital breakup fared
better than their older siblings who experienced more
difficulty in dealing with their more vivid memories of
family strife.

Most of these preschool children claimed

no memories of the intact predivorce families.

Memories of

the stressful, disruptive period at the time of the marital
breakup also had been largely repressed.

Wallerstein (1984)

noted, "By striking contrast, the younger children appear
to have been spared the continuing sorrowful memories and
intense suffering that still burden their older siblings
a full decade later" (p. 450).
Considering that these youngsters were into early and
mid-adolescence at the time of the ten-year follow-up,
investigators were interested to find closeness, trust,
and open communication between a majority of the children
and their custodial mothers.

The noncustodial father

remained a significant psychological presence in the lives
of these children whether they were visited frequently or
infrequently.

However, some youngsters expressed anger

toward fathers who had failed both to maintain contact
and to provide economic support for them over the years
(Wallerstein, 1984).
Elementary-age children (early latency) [ages 5-8].

The

central crisis for the latency-aged child is acquiring
industry and overcoming feelings of inferiority
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(Erikson, 1964).

For the school-age child, development of

various academic and physical skills and the motivation to
master them is a primary concern.

Good self-esteem is an

important factor in the expression of this drive toward
mastery.

Divorce can disrupt this process, with fears and

anxiety being expressed in poor academic performance.

Peer

relationships are also an important part of socialization
at this stage.

With divorce, the child's energy is focused

on the family rather than on school and peer relationships,
impeding normal developmental progress (Magrab, 1978).
In the California Children of Divorce study (Kelly &
Wallerstein, 1976; 1977), the most striking finding for the
early latency group (ages 7 & 8) was their pervasive sadness in response to parental separation.

Unable to employ

the age-appropriate defenses of denial and fantasy, these
children regressed and became immobilized by their suffering.

They were unable to sublimate their feelings and

unable to obtain relief from their pain.

Crying and sobbing

were not uncommon, particularly among boys.

Most of these

younger litency children were worried about their futures
and whether they would have a safe place in which to grow
up.

Feelings of deprivation pervaded the hours of many

children, manifested in play and in demands for new clothes
or toys.
the group.

Wishes for reconciliation were widespread among
These younger latency children, particularly

the boys, experienced a strong sense of loss with regard to
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the departed father.

Many of these children felt abandoned

and rejected but were less able to express their anger at
their father than were late latency children.

One-quarter

of these youngsters felt pressure to align with one parent
but found this difficult to d~.

By the time of the one-

year follow-up, the children's responses to their parents'
divorce had been modified.

Their initial intense pain and

suffering had been replaced by a sad, resigned attitude
about the finality of the divorce.

Strong loyalty to the

father persisted over the year, particularly among the
boys.

Loyalty conflicts were less acute by follow-up, and

these children were able to cope by increasing the psychological distance between themselves and the parent making
the demands for allegiance (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1976;
1977).
Pre-adolescents (later latency) [ages 8~-12].

In a study

of the impact of divorce on nine-to-eleven-year-old
children, Hess and Camara (1979) observed that the stress
of divorce interferes with normal growth by absorbing the
child's mental and emotional energy.

The salient develop-

mental tasks at this stage are to increase cognitive skills
as a basis for further learning, and to attain social skills
that lay the foundation for positive relationships with
peers.

These investigators noted that several aspects of

the divorce experience (e.g., loss of a primary bond to
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the noncustodial parent; loyalty conflicts) may interfere
with normal developmental progress and delay development of
the child's ability to work and play effectively (Hess &
Camara, 1979).
Hetherington (1981) observed that latency-aged children are concerned with what others think of them, their
family and their parents' separation.

Older latency

children sometimes responded by putting up a front and
concealing feelings from family and friends.

Anger was

sometimes used as a defense mechanism against depression
and rejection.

Hetherington (1981) pointed out that

following the divorce, anger tends to diminish in most
children, but is often sustained in the form of explosive
outbursts and temper tantrums in nine- and ten-year-old
boys.

This aggressive behavior, if intended as a defense

mechanism, is not effective in preventing depression, however, since the most sustained depression is likely to be
found in latency-aged children and those just entering
adolescence (Hetherington, 1981).
Data from a study by Kurdek and Berg (1983) indicate
that later-latency-aged children [ages 9-12] experienced
more positive postdivorce outcomes if they possessed an
internal locus of control and a high level of interpersonal
understanding.

Favorable outcomes were related to chil-

dren's perceptions that factors were under their control
and the fact that they viewed both individuals and
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relationships from a psychological aspect rather than along
concrete dimensions (Kurdek

&

Berg, 1983).

In their ongoing clinical study of children of divorce,
Wallerstein and Kelly (1976) noted that the older latency
children [ages 9

&

10] showed poise, presence and courage

when they came to their initial interviews.

In contrast

to the younger latency children who were immobilized and
seemingly without defenses against their feelings, these
children utilized denial, avoidance, courage and activity
to master their feelings, as well as seeking support from
others.

Unlike the younger children, this older latency

group felt shame over the divorce and the disruption in
their family.

They suffered with grief over the loss of

the intact family, with anxiety, feelings of rejection,
loneliness, and the sense of th~ir own powerlessness.
Many of these youngsters experienced a shaken sense of
identity and self-image as a result of the severance of
the parental relationship.

The central response in this

age group was- intense anger at one or both parents for the
divorce decision.

Youngsters in this age group often cast

one parent as the "good" parent and the other as "bad."
One-fourth of these youngsters were co-opted as allies by
one parent against the other parent.

On the other hand,

several children in this group were also empathic and
sensitive to their parents' needs and responded with compassion and caring.

One-half of the later latency children
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showed a noticeable decline in school performance and peer
relationships.

At the one year follow-up, half of the

later latency aged children had overcome their sense of
shame, fears of abandonment, and worries and seemed relatively content with their new family and circle of friends,
including stepparents.

By contrast, the remaining children

in this group deteriorated psychologically, evidenced by
depression and lowered self-esteem, combined with frequent
school and peer difficulties.

Relatively few of the total

group of children were able to maintain good relationships
with both parents (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976; Wallerstein,
1980).
Adolescents (older children) [ages 13-18].

The central

developmental crisis for the adolescent is acquiring a
sense of identity (Erikson, 1964).

At the same time,

children at this stage are preparing for future vocations
and constructing a set of personal values and beliefs.
In their struggle to define their independence, adolescents
become resistant to parental control.

Also, the adolescent

must adjust to his or her sexual maturation, and heterosexual relationships become increasingly more important.
The parental divorce experience, for the adolescent,
increases his or her anxiety about the future and the
possibility of divorce in his or her own future (Magrab,
1978).
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Kurdek (1981) found that developmental researchers were
divided in their opinion on the emotional impact of divorce
on adolescents.

Some perceived the adolescent's person-

ality development as being minimally affected by the divorce
because of the adolescent's ability to seek extrafamilial
support; while others perceived the adolescent's personality
as being maximally affected because of the long exposure to
family conflict, and the relationship of this extended
conflict to the successful accomplishment of developmental
tasks (Kurdek, 1981).
Weiss (1979) described the phenomenon of growing up
faster in a single-parent household.

He found that children

in single-parent households become more responsible, more
independent, and more alert to adult concerns and values
than other children of the same age.

Parental separation

and divorce bring to an end the echelon structure in which
each spouse affirms both the parental authority of the other
spouse and the subordinate status of the children.

The

change from a two-parent to a single-parent household makes
it possible for children to assume greater responsibility
for sustaining the new family unit, to become more actively
involved in family decision-making, and to become junior
partners, and even friends and confidants, to their parents.
With these added responsibilities come additional rights,
and these children expect to be granted more autonomy and
authority thin children of the same age in families with an
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echelon structure.

Weiss (1979) pointed out that these

children may feel proud of their accomplishments but, at
the same time, overwhelmed by their new responsibilities;
and they may feel independent of, yet abandoned by, their
parents.

He noted that the changed role of the children in

the household with new responsibilities, rights, and
obligations produced by the termination of the echelon
structure, for adolescent children, appear not in themselves
to be injurious.

It appears that as long as some degree of

parental support and investment remains available, adolescents can, in general, assume responsibility for their
households and themselves without sustaining harm to their
development.

Indeed, their assumption of new responsibil-

ities and rights may lead to greater self-esteem,
independence, and a genuine sense of accomplishment.
Perhaps the problems engendered by parental divorce will,
ultimately, be outweighed by the advantages of growing up
a little faster (Weiss, 1979).
In their study of adolescents [as part of a larger
study], Wallerstein & Kelly (1974) noted that the effect of
parental divorce can be to either overburden the adolescent
as he/she struggles to break away from the primary love
object, or to accelerate the adolescent's growth toward
adulthood.

This · acceleration, if it does not come prema-

turely (i.e., before the normal detachment has begun to
take place), may indeed even facilitate the road to
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independence and maturity.

The adolescents in this study

experienced the divorce process as an extraordinarily painful event which produced feelings of sadness, a sense of
loss, and a sense of betrayal by the parents.

Some

adolescents experienced intense feelings of shame and
embarrassment about their parents' divorce.

Consistent with

reactions of latency-aged children, the children in this age
group did not feel responsible for their parents' divorce.
There seemed to be an earlier individuation of the parents,
seeing them as individuals in terms of personality differences and temperaments.

Seeing their parents in new roles

and relationships, especially sexual relationships, created
anxiety among these adolescents, at a time when they were
also beginning to deal with their own emerging sexuality.
For some adolescents, loyalty conflicts and pressure to form
alignments with one parent against the other frequently
resulted in feelings of despair, anger, guilt, and
depression; but after one year's time, most of these
adolescents were able to disengage themselves from these
conflicts.

Many of these adolescents became anxious about

their own future entry into adulthood, fearing that they
might experience marital failure like their parents.
All of the adolescents in this study used distancing
and withdrawal, ~ith varying degrees of success, as a means
to defend against experiencing the pain of family disruption.

The distancing was accomplished by accelerated
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social activity and avoidance of the home.

This emotional

detachment allowed for a more objective view of parental
behavior and allowed the adolescent to proceed with normal
developmental tasks.

Those adolescents who successfully

used distancing as a coping mechanism initially, when seen
at follow-up one year later, had matured considerably and
now demonstrated a capacity for empathy, warmth, and compassion toward at least one parent.
Unfortunately, not all of the adolescents were
successful in resolving conflicts engendered by the divorce.
Several subgroups were considered "at risk" and in need of
therapeutic intervention.

One group experienced prolonged

interference with entry into adolescence and an indefinite
delay in the mastery of normal developmental tasks.

These

delays were related to particular parent-child relationships.

In one case, the mother of a 13-year old boy

suffered with a severe hysterical illness with disabling
psychosomatic symptoms.

She was chronically depressed and

had a history of suicide attempts.

Prior to the divorce,

the boy and his mother had been very close.

After the

divorce, the boy became overly protective of her, extremely
jealous of her dates, sleepless when she was out, and preoccupied with her illnesses, fearing she would die of
cancer.

' reactions
.
One year later, at follow-up, the -boys

had intensified with even less autonomy and independence
evidenced in his behavior.
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The second subgroup experienced temporary interference
with entry into adolescence.

These youngsters experienced

a delay rather than a full blocking of entry into adolescent
development.

One such case involved a 13-year-old adopted

girl who had an intense relationship with her father, though
he was abusive to his wife and two sons.

For the last 1\

years of the marriage the parents only communicated by
written notes.

Finally, the wife filed for divorce and the

husband was never heard from again, although he sent child
support from a post office box.

The girl became very

depressed and continually worried about her father, hoping
that he still loved her in spite of his desertion.

She

lost contact with friends, played dolls with younger children, and slept with her mother.

At follow-up some two

years later, she seemed to be gradually returning to her
predivorce state of functioning, although she was still
quite subdued.

Her resumption of age-appropriate adolescent

development coincided with her mother's remarriage and the
girl's good relationship with the stepfather.
A third type of pathological adjustment found by
Wallerstein and Kelly (1974) was pseudo-adolescence,
manifested in premature heterosexual activity.

Another sub-

group of young people at risk were those adolescents who
displayed aggressive and antisocial behavior due to the loss
of external constraints and the lack of positive models.
These youngsters had not fully established their own
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inner controls.

The absence of parental constraints in

regard to sexual and aggressive behavior, along with a sense
of parental betrayal, triggered acute anxiety and conflicts
in these adolescents.
Finally, there were those adolescents for whom the
divorce represented one more link in a long chain of emotional deprivation and poor parenting.

These adolescents

lacked the necessary inner integration to detach themselves
from the unhappiness and rejection they had known, and they
were judged to need therapeutic help and environmental
support to make headway toward adulthood (Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1974).
While Wallerstein and Kelly addressed themselves to
affective responses to divorce, Neal (1983) extended their
work into the cognitive domain, delineating the ways children in the different age groups make sense of their
parents' divorces.

He found that preschoolers (3- to 6-

year-olds) understand parental divorce entirely from an
egocentric perspective.
physical closeness.

They associated attachment with

Children at this level understand

divorce as one parent's moving away from the child.

The

child, therefore, assumes he/she must have done something
"bad" to cause the physical distancing.
Five- to eight-year-olds, according to Neal (1983),
while continuing to construe divorce egocentrically and
personally, nonetheless understood that conflicts existed
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between their parents that did not involve them.

Children

at this age also tended to believe that a parent's emotional
distress about the divorce was not contingent upon how they
were behaving at any given moment.

Some children thought

they had done something to upset one parent, precipitating
a fight that led to the divorce.

These children worried

about not seeing the absent parent, assuming that they had
somehow caused the increased emotional distancing of the
noncustodial parent.

This assumption seemed to derive from

a belief that the parent's desire to visit the child
depended on the child's ability to make the parent happy.
Finally, children's emerging self-esteem appeared to be
closely linked to their perception of the parents' reaction
to the child's development of skills, competence, and
achievements.
Neal (1983) noted that 9- to 12-year-olds were able to
observe conflicts in their parents' relationships.

They

could differentiate between inner, or "real," feelings and
external behavior.

These children often believed that their

parents divorced when their feelings changed or they no
longer cared about each other "on the inside."

On the other

hand, they could not understand why parents' feelings toward
each other changed, and they believed that the changes could
be reversed if one or both parents would "try hard enough."
Older elementary school-aged children seemed to be sensitive
to their parents' personal relationships and understood the
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desire of one or both parents to distance themselves from
one another.

Children at this level also became personally

sensitive to loyalty conflicts, although trying to match
both parents' personal feelings and interpersonal expectations presented an impossible dilemma.

To manage this

interpersonal dilemma and cope with their own feelings of
anxiety, these children tended to hide their feelings of
sadness and anger from both parents.
Preadolescents and young adolescents in this study
became aware of their parents as people with stable
personality characteristics.

These young adolescents

believed that good intentions and congruence between the
personal and the interpersonal accounted for successful
intimate relationships.

They saw the divorce in terms of

parents' bad intentions or irreconcilable differences caused
by personality problems.

They could not understand why good

intentions did not ensure the continuity and stability of
the parental relationship.

According to Neal (1983), chil-

dren in this age group have the ability to distance
themselves from parental conflict through social activities,
or turning to friends.
It seems clear from the research, that responses to
divorce vary with the development level of the child,
especially during the first year following divorce.
Evidence shows that postdivorce adjustment for children of
all ages is dependent upon a variety of factors, including
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the mental health of the parents, the predivorce adjustment
of the child, the postdivorce relationship between the
parents, and children's continuing relationship with both
parents (Rohrlich et al., 1977; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980a).

CUSTODY AND VISITATION
Under child custody laws, custody means having
possession, power, authority, and responsibility for the
children.

Child custody laws have gone through an evolu-

tionary process since their inception.

In the nineteenth

century and the beginning of the twentieth, in the case of
a separation or divorce, the father was arbitrarily awarded
custody of the children because he was financially able to
support the children better than the mother.

With the

movement toward equal rights for women and the increase of
women in the labor force, more consideration was given to
the mother's role in caring for her children.

Consequently,

society's views were reflected in the "tender years"
doctrine, which states that when both parents are considered
equally fit to be custodians of the children, if the children were in their tender years (usually up to the age of 6
or 7), then the mother should be awarded custody.

This law

came to be interpreted that the mother would presumptively
be given custody of the children unless she was proven unfit
by the father.

In recent years, partially because of the

continuing equal rights movement and the feminist movement,
the trend is shifting again away from favoring the mother.
Several states have enacted laws which state neither parent
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will be preferred solely on the basis of sex (Grote &
Weinstein, 1977; Howell & Toepke, 1984).
The changing roles of men and women and the recent
focus on the contribution of the father as parent are
reflected in legislation regarding custody and visitation.
Although custody arrangements have changed little over the
past decade, with approximately 90% of children of divorce
remaining in their mother's custody, almost one-half of
the states have enacted legislation that permits joint
custody; and in practice many more states are following
this procedure.
in two ways:

Joint custody arrangements can be handled

a) joint legal custody, tn which the child

resides with one parent but both parents share in the
decision-making process regarding the child's interest and
welfare (i.e., education, health care, and personal
matters); and, b) joint physical custody, in which the child
may divide his time, in varying combinations, between each
parent's home.

The purpose is to maintain a meaningful

contact with each parent.

This is based in part on research

evidence which indicates that the child's attachment to his
or her father is much more important than previously assumed
(Howell & Toepke, 1984; Wallerstein, 1985c).
In the opinion of Gardner (1978), the notion of joint
custody has merit because '' ••• it attempts ·to utilize a
living pattern and visitation schedule that most approximates the natural marital situation" (p. 239).

Other
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research data showed that children benefit when joint
custody and/or shared parenting arrangements are put into
effect (Biller, 1981).
Grote and Weinstein (1977) noted that divorce does not
end relationships in families, but only alters them, and
the family remains a unit of intimate, interdependent
relationships.

They proposed that joint custody is a viable

alternative to custody awarded to one parent only.

They

proposed that joint custody provides an opportunity for the
children to maintain a close relationship with each parent,
and thus attain the benefit of two separate but interdependent homes.
Grote and Weinstein (1977) asserted that even though
the fundamental basis of the family, the husband-wife
relationship, is dissolved legally and, hopefully, emotionally, it is still a family when seen through the eyes of the
next fundamental family relationship, that between the
parents and the children.

The authors noted, "From the

point of view of the children's emotional and developmental
needs, the family system still needs to function and operate
on a freely interacting, evolving basis" (p. 52).

Grote

and Weinstein (1977) contended that joint custody provides
for the family's basic needs for change and openness on the
one hand, and for the stability of having - parents on the
other, in the interdependent and growing nature of family
systems.

They argued that joint custody is a viable
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alternative because in addition to resolving the immediate
question of awarding custody, it is also a highly pragmatic
approach to helping and expecting divorcing couples to be
responsible, involved, and loving parents (Grote &
Weinstein, 1977).

Joint custody is still a controversial

issue and societal attitudes and policy are in flux
(Wallerstein, 1985c).
Most families make arrangements for custody and visitation without recourse to the courts.

However, in contested

cases, the courts become involved in the decision-making
process.

Research shows that the most stressed children of

divorce are those who are objects of continuous angry
battles between their divorcing parents.

According to

Wallerstein (1985c), the appropriateness of the court as a
forum for the resolution of custody and visitation issues
has been questioned in the light of the experiences of the
past decade.

She noted that the adversarial system is

considered to be poorly suited to resolving family conflict;
and at the same time, it is acknowledged to add significantly to the already overwhelming stress of the children
and adults (Wallerstein, 1985c).
Following the publication of Coogler's (1978) seminal
work, divorce mediation flourished.

In the critical matters

of custody, visitation, and distribution of assets,
divorcing couples may choose mediation as an alternative
dispute resolution strategy.

Some of the principles of
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mediation include:

empowerment, consideration of the best

interests of all family members, complete and honest disclosure of assets, cooperative problem solving, and
equitable distribution of assets.

Essentially, the purpose

of the mediation process is to assist the divorcing couple
in forming a mutually acceptable divorce agreement with the
least possible distress.

Mediation is a new specialty and

requires knowledge in the areas of family law, property
distribution, insurance, taxes and court procedures; and the
mediator must also possess bargaining and negotiating
skills.

In regard to custody decisions, Kaslow (1984)

suggested that mediators incorporate a family systems
perspective, explaining to the divorcing parents the profound influence that their behavior will have on the
children, the high correlation between the nature of the
parents' adjustment and the children's adjustment, and the
need of children to know that both parents will continue to
cherish them and remain involved in their lives.

Kaslow

(1984) cautioned that despite the positive publicity mediation has been receiving, it is not the marital dissolution
route of choice for all (Kaslow, 1984).
The "best interests of the child" statute is included
in all state codes, although in some states it is implied
rather than explicit.

The "best interests ·of the child"

doctrine means that the welfare of a child or children is
the most important consideration in a custody suit.

This
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has been interpreted to mean that the child is entitled to
a loving, stable home with sufficient provision for his
or her maintenance, education and continued contact with
the noncustodial parent (Howell & Toepke, 1984).
Table 2 summarizes the child custody laws of all fifty
states.

There are important similarities in the custody

laws of each of the fifty states.

In each, the welfare and

best interests of the child are the prime factors in
determining custody.
The majority of the states, 28 in number, specifically
stipulate that neither parent is to be preferred over the
other in awarding custody.

The wishes of the child are

to be consulted in 33 states.

Twenty-six states

specifically cite visitation rights
case of a dissolution of a marriage.
that provide for joint custody.

ot

grandparents in the
There are 22 states

Four of the states allow

children to choose which parent they will live with after
reaching a certain age.
As noted in Table 2 and the summary above, the laws of
the 50 states are varied.

However, in all the states,

the doctrine of the best interests of the child is of
primary importance in determining custody (Howell & Toepke,
1984).

Table 2
Summary of the Child Custody L1ws

s,.,,c
Al.1b.1mab
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California<
Coloradud
Conncclicul
Delaware
florida
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J·lawaii.
Idaho
Illinois'
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Iowa
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Louisiana
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Marylanc.l
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X
X
X
X
X
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X
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X
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X
X
X
X
X
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X
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X
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X
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X
X
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X
X
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X
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X

X
X

X
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X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
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X
X
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X
X
X
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X

X
X

X
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X

X
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Table 2 -- Continued

Montana
Ncl>rask,1
Ncv.1da
New J·l.1mpshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakot,1
Ohio
Oklahoma
Orc1~on
l'cnnsylv:mia
Rhude lslanJ
South Carolina
South Dakot.1

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

XK

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X

TCI\I\CS5ee
Texi1S
Uta_h
Vermont
Vir1~inia
W.1shinr,ton
West Virr,inia
Wisconsin
Wyomin1~

X
X
X
X
X
X'

X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X'
X'
X
X

X

•A number of olhcr !'1l.llc5 m;,y allow juinl cu:r;lml}', hul llo nol :r;o spcc-H)• in llu-ir I.HY (c.,~ .• Ul,,h).
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uf lhe wife or chiltlrcn iC ncrdcll.
'SIC'pp.uent:;, rel;ilive:;, ur olltcr inlcrr.stcll p;irtics m;,y pclilinn for vi:r;il;iliun ri1~hls.
"U a p.uenl lt-,we:; home bcc,,use u( :r;pou:r;e :ilm:;e or thrc,11 o( spouse .,l,usc, lhc le.win& will not l>c con:r;idcrcd .,b.,ndonmcnl ;111J will nol be helJ
.,,~ainsl the .lhscnl p.ur.nl.
'Any person inlere:r;leJ in., chilli's welfare m:iy pelilion h1r visil;ilion privili&es.
'Children over lhe ;ir,e o( 1-1 "'"Y choo:o;e which p.ircnt with whom lo live.
•Children over the ;ir,c u( 12 m;iy chtKl!'ie which p.ucnl with whom tu live.

(Howell

& Toepke, 1984)
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With the rise in the incidence of marital dissolution
and the growing awareness of the rights of children, the
decision-making process in the area of custody and access
of children has received much attention.

Ideally, agree-

ment between the separating parents, taking into account
the best interests of the child, is reached without recourse
to the courts.

Many couples, at the time of separation, can

work out sensitive and functional arrangements for their
children.

Others may seek the assistance of counsel.

Still

others may utilize the services of clinicians through a
conciliation/mediation process to arrive at a mutually
acceptable plan.

There remains a small group of divorcing

couples who are unable to utilize any means of voluntary
conflict resolution relating to custody and access of children, and these disputes must be settled through court order
following clinical assessment.

Over the last several years,

Awad and Parry (1980), clinicians at the Clark Institute's
Family Court Clinic, Toronto, Ontario, have been involved
with approximately sixty families per year who have been
referred to their clinic because of custody and access
disputes.
Awad and Parry (1980) noted that it has been their
experience that the resolution of access (visitation)
disputes is usually more protracted and more painful than
custody disputes for the involved children and parents.
They suggested that ideally the child should have
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uninhibited and unconflicted access to the noncustodial
parent.

This access should be sustained as long as it is

beneficial to the child and should be terminated only when
it is harmful to the child.

Awad and farry (1980) main-

tained that the principal reason for access is that it
approximates the primary unit for child-rearing, which is
the nuclear family.

They asserted that a child needs a

relationship with both parents to ensure healthy development.

They affirmed that the child relates uniquely to

each parent and has different expectations of each of them.
Denying access, according to the authors, could mean a
major object loss, which can interfere with the child's
normal development.

Awad and Parry (1980) noted that the

interaction of the child with the noncustodial parent will
help the child deal with reality as opposed to fantasizing
about the absent, or unavailable, parent.

They asserted

the child usually has an egocentric and self~deprecating
view as to why the noncustodial parent is not maintaining
contact, and this can lead to severe and protracted problems
with self-esteem.
Awad and Parry (1980) also noted that access sometimes
could be used by parents to continue their conflict.

The

child may be used by one or both parents to deliver direct
or indirect messages to the other.

The authors pointed out

that resolution of parental anger about the divorce and
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the emotional separation of the parents from each other are
vital factors in the working through of access disputes.
Awad and Parry (1980) perceive access as an ongoing
process reflecting adaptation to the dynamic developmental
needs of the child and the changing circumstances of the
parents' life.

They stress the importance of encouraging

parents to undertake the planning of access themselves,
pointing to the need for flexibility, consideration of the
age and developmental level of the child, and the child's
wishes if they can be articulated.

The authors offered the

following principles for use in developing a workable access
arrangement:

(a) An access plan should allow for frequent

and uninterrupted access; (b) brief, frequent visits are
preferred for the preschool child, as opposed to day-long
or overnight visits; (c) for the school-age child, increasing regulation by the child of the frequency and duration
of visits is to be preferred; (d) the general welfare of the
child, including the child's daily routine, health care,
education, leisure time activities, and religion should be
agreed upon jointly by the separated parents, then supported
in the custodial home and during access visits.
For parents in conflict, where flexibility is not
possible, Awad and Parry (1980) asserted that a clear,
rather rigid access plan· is required to avoid further
antagonism.

They offered the following general principles

for use in developing a plan for disputed access:

(a) The
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child belongs to one home and that is the home of the
custodial parent, and the child should be supported in
feeling that he lives with the custodial parent, and visits
the noncustodial parent; (b) the custodial parent has the
primary responsibility for the care and upbringing of the
child, and decisions made by the custodial parent regarding
daily routines, education, health care, and leisure time
activities are expected to be supported by the noncustodial
parent during access visits; (c) the age of the child should
be a primary factor in planning frequency, location, and
length of visits; (d) changes in visiting arrangements
should be expected and planned for arising out of changes in
the child's schedule, or illness of either the child or one
of the parents; (e) visiting parents should avoid making
visits into "special" occasions, thereby limiting the
opportunity for development of an easy parent-child
relationship.
Finally, Awad & Parry (1980) affirmed that there comes
a time when it is felt that visits are not useful for the
child and should be terminated.

Generally, visits should

be terminated when it is felt that the harm to the child
outweighs the benefits.

Often, a reason for discontinuing

visits may be the behavior of the visiting parent.

It has

been the clinical experience of the authors that most such
parents are psychiatrically disturbed, with the most likely
diagnosis being either paranoid/obsessional personality or
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narcissistic personality.

The authors reported that the

behavior of these parents may be reflective of the inability
to decathect from the spouse.

Another reason for terminat-

ing access is when the custodial parent becomes extremely
upset, resulting in an adverse effect on the child.

The

cause of the upset of the custodial parent may or may not be
due to the behavior of the visiting parent.
point.

This is a moot

The issue is that visits might affect the custodial

parent to such a degree that it hurts the child.

However,

this is rarely the reason for terminating visits, according
to the authors.
A third reason for denying access is the refusal of the
child to visit.

The clinician should determine if the child

is unyielding about not wanting a visit through several
interviews that might include one between the child and the
noncustodial parent.

The authors cautioned that clinicians

should take care in how far to intervene in access disputes,
noting that over-intervention could be harmful (Awad &
Parry, 1980).
A finding that should be of some concern in making
custody recommendations, according to Hetherington (1981),
is that there is little constancy between the nature of
pre- and post-separation parent-child interaction, particularly for fathers.

This discontinuity, Hetherington (1981)

noted, is another contributing factor to the sense of unpredictability in the child's circumstances.

Hetherington
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(1981) observed that some intensely attached fathers found
intermittent fathering painful and retreated from their
children.

On the other hand, it was found that a substan-

tial number of fathers experienced improved relationships
with their children, and many previously detached fathers
became competent and concerned parents when confronted with
becoming a custodial parent.
Hetherington (1981) proposed that unless the father is
extremely poorly adjusted or unstable, or there is continued, bitter, child-involved conflict between the parents,
frequent availability of the father is associated with
positive adjustment and social relations, especially in
boys.

She noted that most one-parent family studies on

child-parent relations involve mother-headed families, but
recently there have been a few studies on father-headed
families.

Results from these studies indicated that fathers

have the same concerns as mothers in one-parent families:
homemaking, dealing with the emotional needs of the children, setting up schedules, and protection and supervision
of children.

However, most fathers in single-parent

families felt that their relationship with their children
was good.

In addition, fathers reported that they expected

more assistance with household tasks and independence in
children than other parents do.

Research evidence also

showed that custodial fathers are particularly concerned
about the problems and needs of their daughters and the
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lack of a female role model for their daughters
(Hetherington, 1981).
Hetherington (1981) pointed out that over time, it is
the custodial parent (usually the mother) that becomes
increasingly salient in the development of the child.
Fathers who maintain continual contact and involvement with
their children have a greater impact on child development
than do fathers whose contacts are relatively infrequent or
those who are relatively uninvolved.

However, even very

involved noncustodial fathers are less influential than
mothers in many facets of the child's personality and cognitive development.

The welfare of the divorced mother and

the nature of the mother-child relations thus become central
to the adjustment of the child.

Hetherington (1981) noted

that distinct aspects of the divorced mother's relationship
with her children are important at different age levels of
the children.

For the preschool child, household organiza-

tion and authoritative control accompanied by nurturance and
maturity demands seem to be particularly important in his or
her adjustment.

Young children require more external

control and structure during the stressful transition
period.

On the other hand, divorced mothers tend to rely on

older children and adolescents for emotional support and
assistance with practical problems of daily life.

There is

greater pressure on these children to function in a mature,
autonomous manner at an earlier age.

However, this push
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toward early independence and maturity can lead to feelings
of incompetence and of resentment about the lack of support
and unavailability of mothers (Hetherington, 1981).
In a review of the relevant literature, Lamb (1977)
attempted to establish criteria to evaluate potential consequences of divorce, in order to allow judicious decisions
regarding custody.

He proposed that both mothers and

fathers may facilitate or impede the psychological development of their children.

He noted that American society has

long perceived females as the primary caretakers and
socializers of children.

However, he maintained, recent

research data suggest that children can be raised successfully by single-parent fathers; and there is no reason why
fathers who seek cutody of their young children should be
denied it on a priori grounds.

Lamb (1977) asserted there

is no support for the judicial prejudice favoring the
presumptive award of custody to the mothers of young
children.

Evaluation of the research data, according to

Lamb (1977), showed that custody resolutions should be based
on an assessment of the circumstances of the individual
case, taking into consideration the age and sex of the
child, the relative willingness and ability (both financial
and psychological) of the two parents to care for the child,
and the quality of the parent-child relationships (Lamb,
1977).

121
As part of the Texas Custody Research Project, Warshak
and Santrock (1983) studied children's cognitive orientations toward divorce.

Some aspects of divorce-related

attitudes that were investigated were:

attribution of

blame; beliefs and hopes for parental reconciliation; and
attitudes toward visitation.

In particular, investigators

focused on the link between custodial status and children's
conception of divorce.

Investigators also examined the

ways in which children from divorced and intact families
viewed divorce itself.
The sample in this study consisted of 64 white, predominantly middle-class families in which the children
ranged in age from 6 to 11 years.

One-half of the chil-

dren were boys and one-half were girls.

Approximately

one-third came from father-custody families, one-third from
mother-custody families, and the remaining one-third lived
in parentally intact families with no history of separation.
The three different types of families were individually
matched for family size, age of the children, and socioeconomic status.

The two groups of children from divorced

homes were also individually matched for sibling standing
and for age at the time the parents separated.

A separation

period of an average of ten months preceded the final
divorce decree.

The average age of the children at separa-

tion was 5.0 years and, at the time of the study, 8.3 years.
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Thus, an average of 3.3 years had elapsed since marital
dissolution.
A multimethod approach to studying child development
was utilized in this study.

Parents and children were

videotaped interacting in a laboratory setting, structured
interviews and self-report scales were given to parents and
children, parents and children responded to projective
tasks, and teachers, using rating forms, reported their
perceptions of the children.

In order to obtain a repre-

sentation of children's conceptions of divorce, the
investigators examined children's responses to the child
interview and to one part of the projective story task.
All children were interviewed utilizing a structured interview schedule with open-ended and multiple-choice format
questions.

The questions were designed to determine chil-

dren's perceptions of parental roles (stereotyped versus
nonstereotyped), attitudes toward each parent and desire for
more contact with each parent, feelings about separation
from parents, understanding of the concept of divorce, and
predictions about their own eventual marital status.
The projective story task was devised by Warshak for
this study and consisted of a series of seven illustrations
for which children were asked to create stories.

The illus-

trations were taken from Gardner's (1970) book for children
of divorce.

At the end of their stories, the children were

asked a series of questions.

These questions referred to
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attribution of blame, reconciliation beliefs and wishes,
feelings about remarriage, and feelings about custodial
arrangements.

Audiotapes of the children's stories were

rated in the following categories:

(a) attribution of blame

for the divorce, (b) belief in parental reconciliation, (c)
wish for parental reconciliation, (d) feelings about the
father's remarriage, (e) feelings about the mother's remarriage, (f) custody arrangements, (g) custody preferences,
and (h) whether or not the child in the story was given a
choice about custody.
Analyses of the results indicated there were differences among the three groups of children (father-custody,
mother-custody, and intact families) in responses to 8 of
the 17 questions asked of all the children.

These results

were organized into 4 categories -- attitudes toward parents, feelings about separation from parents, understanding
of concept of divorce, and the children's predictions about
their own marital status.

In the category of attitudes

toward parents, there was a trend for father-custody girls
to be more likely than mother-custody and intact-home girls
to include homemaking functions in their descriptions of the
parental role.

There were no differences among the boys on

this variable, nor were there variances among any of the
groups in descriptions of the maternal role.

Seventy per

cent of the children interviewed described the role of
mothers in terms of homemaking responsibilities.

Children
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in father-custody homes felt they spent less time with their
mothers than children did in intact families, although there
was no difference in the emotional tone of children's descriptions of their parents nor their rating of the quality
of the time they spent with each parent.

Children from

intact families and mother-custody homes were more likely
than children from father-custody homes to report spending
less time with their fathers than with their peers.

There

were no significant differences between intact-home and
mother-custody children on this measure.

Also, there were

no sex differences for children on this measure.
On the question of feelings about separation from parents, .it was found that father-custody girls were more
likely than mother-custody girls to express negative feelings when their parents went out; they also were more likely
to report fears of maternal abandonment than were girls from
mother-custody homes and girls from intact homes.

These

findings were consistent with the investigators' hypothesis
that the opposite-sex child-custodial parent relationship
is less conducive to optimal adjustment.

Nevertheless,

there were no significant differences between father-custody
and mother-custody boys on any of the measures of separation
anxiety.

Among the boys, those from intact families ex-

pressed the most negative attitudes about their parents
going out.
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In the category of understanding the concept of divorce, this sample of young children gave as the most
frequent definition of divorce that of physical separation
(40%).

The next more frequent definitions included refer-

ences to the marriage's ending (33%) and to emotional/
psychological separation (19%).

Mother-custody boys were

more likely to describe divorce in terms of physical
separation of parents than were intact-family boys.

One-

third of the boys from intact homes said they had no idea
what divorce was, which was significantly higher than all
other groups of children.
In the category of predictions about marital status,
seven children said they did not think they would ever
marry.

Three of these were father-custody girls, and three

were mother-custody girls, a total of 20% of the girls from
divorced families.

All the girls in intact homes expected

to marry when they grew up.
Responses to questions asked only of children from divorced families yielded few significant differences among
the groups.

In regard to the questions of understanding

their parents' divorce, one-fourth of the sample did not
recall ever having been told directly about the divorce.
The majority of these children were living with the
opposite-sex parent.

This finding, the investigators noted,

provides additional support for the speculation advanced by
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some clinicians that the manner in which the divorce is
handled may affect children's ability to cope with divorce.
The children were asked to communicate the good and the
bad things about their parents' divorces.
saw no advantages.

Thirty per cent

There were no significant differences

between the mother-custody and the father-custody groups,
but girls were 2\ times more likely than boys to mention
reduction in conflict as an advantage.

Thirty per cent

could think of nothing bad about the divorce.

The most

frequent drawback cited by the children was reduced availability of the noncustodial parent, with no significant
differences between groups.

More than two-thirds of these

children mentioned that they would like things to be the way
they had been before, which is in contrast to the conclusions of Kurdek and Siesky (1980).

This finding, however,

is similar to those of Wallerstein and Kelly (1980).

A

majority of the children interviewed expressed continuing
wishes for reconciliation, a finding that closely parallels
the conclusions of Wallerstein and Kelly (1980).

There were

no significant differences between groups.
Regarding postdivorce parent-child relationships, 79%
of the children interviewed affirmed previous research data
which indicated that, in most cases, the noncustodial parent
becomes less available to the children.

There were no

significant differences between groups.

More than two-

thirds of the children felt that frequency of visitation
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was not sufficient to meet their needs.

There was much

satisfaction expressed with the quality of the visits, with
half the children rating the noncustodial parent as nicer to
be with since the divorce, and an equal number describing
their most recent visits in positive terms.

This finding

also is consistent with the work of Wallerstein and Kelly
(1980), who found that half the children in their study were
reasonably satisfied with their visits 5 years after the
separation.
Regarding dating, 31% of these children did not like
their custodial parents going on dates, 46% said they liked
it "a little," and 23% said they liked it "a lot."

The

majority of children expected their custodial parent to remarry (59%) and their noncustodial parent to do the same
(64%), but the children were more likely to express positive
feelings about the custodial parent's remarriage (62%) than
about the noncustodial parent's remarriage (37%).

There

were no significant differences among groups on any of these
measures.
The results of the projective story task indicated that
the majority of the children in this study did not blame
themselves for their parents' divorce.

Also, there was a

greater expression of reconciliation beliefs and wishes.
Forty per cent of the children projected a reconciliation in
their stories, whereas only 5% of the children expressed
belief during the interviews that their parents would
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reunite.

Also, whereas 84% of the children admitted having

reconciliation wishes in the interviews, 98% attributed such
wishes to the child in their stories.

In explaining the

discrepancy between the findings from the interviews and the
projective stories, the investigators proposed that it may
be that some children who deny reconciliation beliefs and
wishes are defensively excluding this material from conscious awareness.
Concerning their stories, the children were asked,
"Which parent does the child want to live with after the
divorce?"

A significant interaction effect between cus-

todial status and sex of the child was revealed in the
responses to this question by children from divorced families.

On the one hand, no child residing with the same-sex

parent attributed a preference to the child in his or her
story to live with the opposite-sex parent (that is, no
girls in mother-custody families said the girl in the story
wanted to live with her father, and no boys in fathercustody families said the boy in the story wanted to live
with his mother).

On the other hand, more than half of the

children living with the opposite-sex parent had the child
in their story prefer to live with the same-sex parent.

The

investigators asserted that if the children are projecting
their own feelings into their stories, then this finding
suggests that children living with the same-sex parent are
more satisfied with the custodial arrangement than are those
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children living with the opposite-sex parent.

This is con-

sistent with previous findings of the investigators that, as
a group, children living with the same-sex parent were
better adjusted than children living with opposite-sex
parents.

A majority of the children responded that the

child in their stories did not have a choice about which
parent to live with after the divorce.

There were no sig-

nificant differences among groups on this measure.
In the stories, children expressed more negative feelings about the father's remarrying (51%) than about the
mother's remarrying (38%).

Because the father was the non-

custodial parent in all but one of the children's stories,
this finding is consistent with the outcomes of the interviews in which children from divorced families were less
likely to express positive feelings about the noncustodial
parent's remarriage than about the custodial parent's remarriage.

Regardless of family structure, girls were more

likely in their stories than boys were to project negative
feelings about the father's remarriage.

There were no

significant differences among groups regarding attitudes
toward the mother's remarriage.
Warshak and Santrock (1983) noted that the results of
this study supported their hypothesis that custodial status
plays an important role in children's viewpoints about their
parents' divorce.

Where there was an interaction effect

between custodial status and sex of the child, the authors
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noted that in all cases it was consistent with their previous findings that the opposite-sex child-custodial parent
relationship is more problematic.

The investigators noted

that research has shown that the continuing availability of
the noncustodial parent is significantly related to children's positive adjustment to their parents' divorces.

The

results of this study showed that the children highly valued
visits with their noncustodial parents.
The investigators cautioned that any application of the
findings of this study should be made with due cognizance
of its various limitations.

They affirmed that custody and

visitation decisions should be based on the merits of each
individual case.

They also noted that generalizations from

this study to children of different socioeconomic statuses
or ages may be inappropriate (Warshak & Santrock, 1983).
Drawing on longitudinal observations of divorced families, specifically the California Children of Divorce
Project that began in 1971, Wallerstein (1985b) addressed
the needs of postdivorced families in which the parenting
is significantly diminished or disrupted.

Diminished

parenting implies the decreased availability of the parent
to the child, a sharp decline in emotional sensitivity and
emotional support for the child, decreased attentiveness
to the child's needs and wishes, and less interaction
between parent and child.

One immediate effect of the

parent's preoccupation with self and his or her decreased
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investment in the child is the child's increased sense of
vulnerability.

The fear of abandonment and the sense of

powerlessness added to this overall sense of vulnerability
can be detrimental to the child's normal development.
Fortunately, Wallerstein (1985b) noted, most children successfully recover their developmental progress as the
postdivorce family stabilizes.

Tragically, however, de-

creased parental capacity is likely to lead to the overburdening of a significant number of children who are then
unable to maintain their developmental course, because the
responsibilities they carry for themselves and for others
are too difficult and longlasting, according to Wallerstein
(1985b).

Among this group of overburdened children are

those youngsters whose custody and visitation are legally
disputed over the years by their embattled parents.
Wallerstein (1985b) contended that the dominant forces
that seem to propel many parents who become trapped in
chronic litigation over children include the sense of outrage at the betrayal or exploitation at the hands of the
other parent, a regressive dependence on the child, and an
inability to tolerate the absence of the child without suffering acute anxiety.

Wallerstein (1985b) noted that this

is often the psychological profile of the child-snatching
parent as well.
Wallerstein (1985b) noted that in some cases, parents
who engage in litigation over visitation rights or custody
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are fighting for the presence of the real child.

These

people need to care for a child who will give meaning and
direction to their lives, or they need to have a child who
will care for them emotionally, physically, or both.

Still

other parents are battling for the symbolic presence of the
child who can offset the loss of the marriage, the marital
partner, or who can provide another presence in the empty
house and thereby ward off the parent's depression or feared
breakdown.
Wallerstein (1985b) asserted that these overburdened
children are at risk psychologically.

She noted that these

children manifest a wide range of symptomatic behaviors,
including sleep disturbances, fear of abandonment, somatic
complaints, disinterest and underachievement in school,
emotional constriction, and poor peer relationships.
Wallerstein (1985b) pointed to the need for helping professionals to develop innovative and flexible therapeutic
techniques to accommodate the multiple needs of these postdivorce families in which the parenting is significantly
diminished or disrupted, putting a heavy burden on the
children.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES
Recent reviews describe the research that has been done
on the impact of divorce on children as limited by conceptual biases and methodological weaknesses, such as
restricted data gathering procedures, biased sample selection, and inadequate controls (Clingempeel & Reppucci, 1982;
Hetherington, 1979b; Kurdek, 1981, 1983; Levitin, 1979).

It

has been noted that there is insufficient documentation of
the interaction of familial, social, cultural, economic,
legal, and psychological systems with the experience and
effects of divorce (Kurdek, 1981).

Also, there is a lack of

multidimensional, longitudinal research that distinguishes
between crisis-related short-term effects immediately
following separation and divorce, and the long-term impact
of divorce on multiple measures of children's and parents'
adjustment (Guidubaldi et al., 1983).
In a review of the literature, Schwartzberg (1981)
noted that there is limited information available on the
characteristics of psychopathology in children whose
parents are divorced.

Additionally, ~ew studies of psy-

chopathology have controlled for such variables as age, sex,
socioeconomic status, and the quality of the parent-child
interaction before, during, and after divorce (Schwartzberg,
1981).
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Much of the earlier research on divorce and children
was based on studies of single-parent families.

The

majority of these studies (done mostly in the 1950s and
1960s) focused on proving causal relationship between a
child living in a single-parent household (usually a
"father-absent" household) and the child becoming delinquent, failing in school, developing inappropriate sex-role
behaviors and attitudes, or exhibiting other types of pathology.

These studies usually conceptualized the single-

parent family as a deviation from the traditional two-parent
family.

These families were seen as an aberrant or deviant

form of the normal family.

A second conceptualization

difficulty is that such families were frequently viewed as
a homogeneous group.

A third problem is that linear,

unidirectional causal models accompanied by relatively
static procedures have typically been used.

In other words,

a single, global variable -- single parent status -- is used
in attempting to explain one particular kind of outcome,
such as delinquent behavior.

Little or no consideration is

given to mediating factors or to possible multiple and
related causes and outcomes of child behaviors, and post hoc
ergo propter hoc reasoning characterizes many of these
studies (Levitin, 1979).
The perceptions that single-parent families are deviant
forms, that they are homogeneous, and that they invariably
cause dysfunctioning in children have led to biases in
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selection of samples, designs, instruments, and procedures.
However, the more recent studies have fewer conceptualization problems.

Many have focused on the strengths as well

as the struggles of such families, viewed them as families
in transition (most divorced men and women remarry), and
initiated more sophisticated quasi-experimental and survey
designs and data analysis techniques.

The more carefully

designed studies have not presumed that children from
single-parent families will fare more poorly than children
in two-parent homes (Levitin, 1979).
In their research on the impact of divorce on children,
Hetherington, Cox, and Cox (1976, 1978, 1979a,b,c) employed
the kind of design and analysis methods found only in the
most sophisticated studies of the single-parent tradition.
These investigators conducted a comprehensive, multimethod,
multimeasure two-year study of divorcing parents and their
children.

Their final sample consisted of 48 white, middle-

class families with a preschool child (half boys, half
girls) and a matched sample of 48 intact families with a
preschool child of the same gender and age as the target
child in the divorced family.
custody.

In all cases, the mother had

Families were matched on the sex, age, birth

order, and nursery school of the child.

An attempt was made

to match parents on age, education, and length of marriage.
Data were collected at 2 months, 1 year, and 2 years following the divorce.
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Details of the procedures utilized, data obtained, and
findings of the Hetherington et al. study have been presented in other sections of this paper.

This study has

documented the severe stress and disequilibrium that is
experienced by families in the first year following divorce,
demonstrated some of the typical and diverse coping patterns of mothers and fathers, and has analyzed the ways in
which practical problems, self-esteem issues, and interpersonal relationships are handled by the divorced couple.
This study also described the effect of divorce on parental
functioning and the cycle of negative parent-child
interaction that occurs in many families of divorce.
Some of the strengths of this quasi-experimental study
are the use of dynamic, process variables and multiple
measures and procedures to analyze and understand changes
in children and their families during and after divorce; the
collection of data near the time of separation or divorce
(as opposed to retrospective data); and, the direct observation of children and their families.

This longitudinal

study was concerned with a normal, rather than atypical or
clinical, sample of children, and attempted to view the
family as a unit or system and underst~nd how variability in
family functioning before, during, and after separation and
divorce could have different outcomes for children.

In

addition, Hetherington et al. utilized replicable instruments and sophisticated analytic techniques.
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The generalizability of this study is limited by the
selection of families from a relatively restricted range of
demographic characteristics.

Yet, the limited age range of

the children and the uniform composition of the sample also
permitted an in-depth, comprehensive analysis; and the
inclusion of a carefully matched comparison group allowed
the researchers to draw conclusions about the impact of
divorce on children, their parents, and the parent-child
relationship (Hetherington et al., 1979a,b,c, 1982; Levitin,
1979).
Other contemporary research on children's reaction to
divorce, based on the single-parent family tradition, cited
in this paper include studies by Hess and Camara (1979),
Weiss (1979), Santrock and Warshak (1979), and Santrock et
al. (1982).

These researchers examined the relationship

between family structure and family processes for children
of divorce.

These studies emphasized the importance of

understanding the way these processes are linked to family
structure in order to understand outcomes for children
(Levitin, 1979).
One strength of the Hess and Camara (1979) study is
the comparison of a research strategy that focuses on family
structure with one that focuses on family process.

This

study compared social and school behavior of children from
divorced and intact families, and also examined the relationships among members in both types of family and the
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effect of such relationships upon children.

They found that

family process variables are generally better predictors of
child adjustment than the fact that the child is from a
divorced or intact family structure.
Hess and Camara (1979) acknowledged that their conclusions are tentative, given the small size of the groups
studied and the need for replication, but pointed to the
need for changes in the traditional methodology used in
divorce research.

They suggested that more attention needs

to be given to relationship variables, that follow-up
studies need to be done on postdivorce family interaction,
and that the effects of marital dissolution should be
studied across a wider range of behaviors and over a longer
period of time (Hess & Camara, 1979).
Weiss (1979) investigated the ways in which changes in
family structure impact on parent-child relationships.

Like

Hess and Camara, and Hetherington et al., Weiss (1979) found
that younger children are greatly disturbed by the divorce.
These younger children, whose parents became inaccessible to
them, suppressed their need for parental care and nurturance, and at the same time, were required to take on new
responsibilities and independence to help maintain the
hoµsehold.

Younger children, Weiss (1979) noted, although

they may successfully adapt to new responsibilities and
obligations, they may do so while harboring strong, largely
unmet needs for nurturance and protection.

He postulated
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that these needs and the defenses against their expression,
seem likely to persist and affect the children when they are
adults.

Clearly, longitudinal data would be needed to test

these speculations (Weiss, 1979).
Santrock and Warshak (1979) and Santrock et al. (1982),
utilizing the single-parent family perspective, examined
children's adjustment in two different types of families
those in which the mother is the custodial parent and those
in which the father is the custodial parent.

Findings from

this study have been cited elsewhere in this paper.
These researchers combined a multimethod approach with
direct observation and assessment of children and with the
comparison of children in father-custody, mother-custody and
intact family homes.

This study has provided possibly the

most comprehensive information now available on this topic
and may serve as a departure point for future studies
(Levitin, 1979).
One of the findings of this study is that children of
the same gender as the custodial parent are better adjusted
in the area of social competence than children living with
custodial parents of the opposite gender.

However, general-

ization of this finding is limited since observations were
restricted to preadolescent boys and girls.
arises:

The question

How might boys and girls at other developmental

stages fare in mother-custody and father-custody homes?
Also, the subjects in this study came from white,
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predominantly middle-class families, which would make
generalization of the findings to children from different
racial and socioeconomic backgrounds difficult (Santrock &
Warshak, 1979; Santrock et al., 1982).
Although many of the single-parent family studies may
be inconclusive and beset with conceptual biases and methodological restrictions, they have, nonetheless, suggested
some of the factors that need further exploration.

The

child's age and gender, the family's socioeconomic status
and ethnicity, the nature of the relationship between the
child and the noncustodial parent, and the relationship
between the parents themselves, both before and after the
divorce, are some of the factors emerging from this literature that have been found to be related to different
outcomes for children that need to be considered in future
studies (Levitin, 1979).
A second source of research on children of divorce is
the study of clinical populations.

These studies are often

based on the cases treated by the investigator, and the
structure of the material reflects the training of the
researcher-clinician.

The clinical literature has delin-

eated the range of problems and reactions that children of
divorce experience, describing the denial, grief, depression, fears of abandonment, loss of self-esteem, feelings of
blame, guilt, shame, and anger typically felt.

There are

many acknowledged conceptual and methodological weaknesses
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in clinical research on children of divorce.

For example,

the samples are self-selected, small, and biased in unknown
ways.

Information based on clinical insights and impres-

sions of one investigator is not easily replicable by other
investigators.

Many issues of the reliability and validity

of criteria remain unresolved, and it is extremely difficult
to determine the comparability of conclusions about problems of children reached by clinicians who have used
different assessment procedures and who have different
backgrounds and perspectives.

Most importantly, clinical

studies describe the responses of only a small and highly
selected proportion of children of divorce.

Since the

children who are in treatment are likely to be the most
distressed of children, the clinical literature on children
of divorce describes the most extreme and pathological
patterns of response.

It usually focuses on problems and

failures to cope rather than on strengths and coping capabilities.

Since clinical populations of children of divorce

are among those most adversely affected by their parents'
divorce, most clinical researchers are careful not to
generalize their findings to all children of divorce.
Nevertheless, some published articles fail to give details
on ~he sample on which conclusions are based, and readers
should use caution in generalizing beyond the children
presented in the particular study.

Studies that include

some comparison group or groups, and that have large enough
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samples for those comparisons to be meaningful, are extremely difficult and expensive to implement; therefore, it is
not surprising to find very few comprehensive studies from
this genre in the research literature (Levitin, 1979).
One of the few clinical studies which systematically
and quantitively endeavored to compare children of divorce
and children from intact families was conducted by McDermott
(1970).

He found higher rates of depression and delinquency

in the divorced group.

A methodological weakness of this

study is that it did not control simultaneously for age and
sex of the child.

Additionally, the sample was made up of

preadolescent children only, limiting generalization of
results to older children.

Levitin (1979) noted that

despite its limitations, this study is widely cited.
Kalter (1977) reviewed the records of some 400 children
referred for outpatient psychiatric evaluation.

The study

design controlled for both age and sex of the child and
differentiated among types of families.

Kalter (1977) found

that children of divorce appeared in the psychiatric population at nearly twice the rate of their occurrence in the
general population.

He also reported several findings

specific to age-sex categories, such as high drug use among
adolescent girls from divorced homes (Kalter, 1977).
Overall, the major conclusions presented in clinical
studies (including extrapolations from clinical practice,
reports of one or more case studies, and quantitative
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analysis of records from child psychiatric populations)
describe children of divorce as highly, though often temporarily, distressed (Levitin, 1979).
The research literature on children of divorce contains
several studies utilizing non-clinical (or normal) populations.

These studies are beset with many of the same

conceptual and methodological problems that exist in
studies from other genres.

The main methodological limita-

tion of most of these studies is restricted samples.

Sample

selections have been small, based on ambiguous measures, and
limited to specific settings or geographic areas rather than
representing the general population.

For instance, the

sample in the Kurdek & Berg (1983) study consisted of 74
families ·from a Dayton, Ohio chapter of Parents Without
Partners; and the California Children of Divorce Project
contained a sample of 60 families from Marin County,
California (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1975, 1976, 1980a).

In

addition, these samples almost exclusively represent white,
middle- and upper-middle class families where the mother
has child custody.

Despite these sampling limitations,

these studies (as well as others cited in this paper)
represent some of the major works on the effects of divorce
on children, and have laid the groundwork for future
research.
One of the most influential research projects on the
effects of divorce on children was initiated in 1971 by
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Wallerstein and Kelly.

These researchers brought the per-

spectives and methods of clinical research to the study of
a non-clinical sample of children.

This study employed a

longitudinal design to measure the changes from the effects
of divorce over time.

The investigators utilized direct

observations of children and families, and attempted to _look
at the family as a unit, and to understand how variations
in family functioning before, during, and after separation
and divorce could have different consequences for children.
Furthermore, this study employed dynamic, process variables
and utilized multiple procedures and measures in order to
comprehend more fully both continuity and change in the
children and their families (Levitin, 1979).
Wallerstein and Kelly have presented various aspects
of their study in numerous articles (Wallerstein & Kelly,
1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1980a; Kelly & Wallerstein, 1975,
1976, 1977, 1979).

Wallerstein and Kelly found that parent-

ing capacities diminished, that the first year was a most
stressful and critical time, and that the relationship of
the noncustodial father both to the former spouse and to
the child was a salient factor in that child's adjustment.
These, and other findings from the Wallerstein and Kelly
study, have been reported elsewhere in this paper.
One of the many positive features of th~ Wallerstein
and Kelly study is the delineation of the different responses of children at different developmental stages, but
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there are some noteworthy problems in its design.

Specif-

ically, the representativeness or bias of the sample is hard
to estimate and the lack of a control or comparison group is
bothersome.

When sex and age controls are employed, the

sample sizes often become quite small.

Finally, the clini-

cal interviews are not readily replicable, and data
collection and interpretation have relied heavily on subjective judgments and clinical skills.

Levitin (1979) noted

that the last criticism may also be seen as an important
strength, for both Kelly and Wallerstein bring formidable
clinical skills and training to this study.

Their writing

is characterized by astute clinical insights and perceptions
(Levitin, 1979).
The study by Kulka and Weingarten (1979) detailed some
of the long-term effects of divorce by examining the psychological adjustment and responses toward marital and
parenting roles of adults who were children when their
parents divorced.

It analyzed the survey responses of two

large-scale, representative samples of the American adult
population.

The first survey was done in 1957, and the

second, in 1976, covering a span of time in which there was
an unprecedented increase in the divorce rate.
this . study are cited elsewhere in this paper.

Results of
Kulka and

Weingarten found that being a child of divorce is related
to some dimensions of adult psychological adjustment and to
some responses to marital and parental roles, but that these
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relationships are relatively few in number and not statistically very large.

However, it is difficult to detect

long-term outcomes of a single event, such as divorce,
without consideration of other life events that have
occurred over time.

The child's own personality, the

child's social mileu, and subsequent experiences, all of
which may have been affected by the divorce, are some of
the factors which must be taken into account.

The Kulka and

Weingarten paper presents a few of the methodological and
conceptual complications involved in untangling various
factors that could contribute to the long-term impact of
divorce, and their paper is a sophisticated example of how
cross-sectional survey data may be employed to describe some
of the complex relationships between an early event and
subsequent adjustment (Levitin, 1979).
Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw, Perry, and McLaughlin (1983)
have attempted to resolve some of the conceptual and methodological limitations of past studies on the impact of
parental divorce on children through employment of a randomly selected nationwide sample of elementary school youngsters controlled for age, race, measured intelligence,
family socioeconomic status, and geographic location.
The final sample used in this study consisted of a
total of 699 children randomly selected and surveyed by 144
psychologists from 38 states.

This sample included 341

first-, third-, and fifth-grade children from divorced
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single-parent families and a control group of 358 children
from intact families.

The multifactored, multiscore, data

gathering procedure employed by Guidubaldi et al. incorporated instruments to assess intellectual capabilities,
social competence, academic achievement levels, and family
and school environment.

Psychologists' ratings, teacher

ratings, standardized tests, and parent and child interview
material were all utilized.
Findings from this study have been reported in several
sections of this paper.

Essentially, these investigators

found that intact family children were performing better
than divorced family children on a wide range of measures
including WRAT scores, WISC-R full scale scores, and teacher
ratings of classroom adjustment and social behavior when
assessed on separate ANOVA's.

When the analyses were con-

trolled for I.Q. and socioeconomic status, these differences
persisted.

One of the more salient findings of this study

is that in divorced-family households, girls consistently
demonstrated better adjustment than boys.

In summary,

these investigators concluded that divorce has an adverse
effect on the long-term adjustment of children, especially
boys, as measured in academic achievement and in peer
relationships.
Guidubaldi et al. (1983) stressed that the inclusion
of a large, nationwide sample of children randomly drawn
from a normal population added substantially to the
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generalizability of their findings.

They noted that inclu-

sion of a randomly drawn control group from the same school
classroom environment afforded the opportunity to differentiate those adjustment variations that result specifically
from family disruption from those that are related simply to
age, sex differences, etc.

Finally, they asserted that the

broad range of information obtained by highly qualified
evaluators provided additional confidence in these findings
and offered the opportunity to unravel some of the intricacies of the divorce adjustment process.
The researchers acknowledged that attempts to stratify
the sample geographically by population of states failed
due to the inability of many psychologists to participate
in the study.

They noted that more than 1500 psychologists

were sampled in accordance with state census information,
but school administrators' refusals and heavy work loads
resulted in a low acceptance rate.

Ultimately, 144 psy-

chologists, all members of the National Association of
School Psychologists (NASP), participated in the study and
provided a nationwide random sample of children from 38
states (Guidubaldi et al., 1983).
The divorce research literature of the past decade has
provided us with valuable information in many important
areas:

the nature of the divorcing process; . the responses

of children and adolescents by age and gender; the shortand long-term effects of divorce on children and adults and
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on parent-child relationships; factors in good and poor
outcome in the immediate and long-term perspective; custody
and visitation; the role of the father and the role of the
visiting parent; and the persistence of anger and the
hazards of continued interparental conflict to the child.
This research has led to the development of an array of
intervention strategies and methods aimed specifically at
this population.

However, many methodological issues remain

related to sample size and selection, the need for more
extensive cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, the need
for suitable comparison groups, and the need to study
divorce within diverse social and cultural contexts and to
evaluate different custodial and visitation arrangements.
There also remains the significant issue of translating the
broad goals of primary and secondary prevention into intervention theory and program (Wallerstein, 1985c).
Levitin (1979) pointed to the need for longitudinal,
prospective designs, for the analysis of dynamic, process
variables, and for designs that can evaluate both long- and
short-term outcomes in future studies of the impact of
parental divorce on children (Levitin, 1979).
It was noted by Schwartzberg (1981) that, "It is clear
that controlled studies of children and adolescents are
needed at different stages of the divorce process to further
increase our knowledge and understanding" (p. 130).

THERAPEUTIC INTERVENTIONS
The available research provides abundant evidence that
children of divorce are a population "at risk" (Kelly &
Wallerstein, 1976; Kalter, 1984), yet there are still
relatively few therapeutic programs designed specifically
for this group.

In a paper presented at the Annual Meeting

of the Southeastern Psychological Association, Rudolph
(1983) noted, "The literature suggests very few methods for
working with divorcing and reorganizing families -- especially for children" (p. 9).
One of the purposes of the California Children of
Divorce Project was to develop procedures to diminish the
distress and psychopathological outcomes associated with
divorce (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977; Wallerstein & Kelly,
1977).

As an integral part of their program, Kelly and

Wallerstein developed an experimental intervention program
for children and parents in divorcing families.

Families

were referred to Wallerstein and Kelly's project by
attorneys, school psychologists, teachers, social agencies,
and other sources.

The project was located at the Community

Mental Health Center of Marin County, a predominantly white,
affluent community north of San Francisco that has one of
the highest divorce rates in the United States.

Six weeks

of counseling were offered to parents and their children.
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The intervention was brief, child-centered, preventive, and
specifically oriented to problems of families experiencing
divorce.

Every family member was seen individually by a

therapist who was part of an interdisciplinary team consisting of six people with training in clinical work with
families and children.
The children's assessment process was directed at
determining the child's capability for coping with the
stress of divorce.

The evaluation included developmental

assessment, divorce-specific assessment, and determination
of the child's support system.
In the initial assessment, information about the child
was obtained from the parents, from the school setting, and
from several hours of direct observation of the child.

This

information provided the basis for a decision as to whether
the child had achieved age-appropriate milestones, against
which the effects of divorce-related stress could be
measured.
The divorce-specific assessment focused on each child's
response to the divorce, including thoughts, fantasies,
affects, and behavioral responses.

The various defensive

and coping mechanisms used by the child were evaluated as
well.

Each child's understanding of his or her parents'

divorce was explored -- what he or she had been told, how
the parents' explanations were understood, and what the
child's private ideas were about the divorce.

Affective
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responses to the parents' divorce were evaluated by the
therapist to determine how much pain the child had experienced, the conscious and unconscious manifestations of this
pain, and the extent to which the child was being torn apart
by loyalty conflicts.

New behaviors, specifically the ap-

pearance of new symptoms, were also evaluated.

Wallerstein

and Kelly (1974, 1975, 1976) found that the predominant
patterning of certain affects, and the intensity of their
expression, is highly related to the child's age.

Older

children often manifested increased somatic symptoms in
response to the separation, while some seven- and eightyear-olds developed learning difficulties in the first year
following divorce.

Preschool children exhibited phobias,

separation anxieties, and other regressive symptoms, including loss of toilet training.
The third dimension of the initial assessment involved
the evaluation of the child's social support system.

Be-

cause of the extended period of disorganization following
divorce, the child's sense of continuity and stability was
viewed as dependent upon the availability of extrafamilial
support.

The child's relationship with the custodial parent

and the noncustodial parent was examined · separately in terms
of the amount of support each parent was providing the
child.

Sibling support was found to be helpful in easing

divorce-induced stress.

In fact, Kelly and Wallerstein

(1977) found that only-children, as a group, seemed to be
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more vulnerable to the stresses and conflicts of divorce.
Support from the extended family, school personnel, and
peers was encouraged during the therapeutic intervention.
Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) developed two models of
intervention with children, utilizing the divorce-specific
assessment described earlier.

The first intervention was

designed for those children too young or, for a variety of
reasons, unable or unwilling to allow the therapist significant access to their feelings and inner conflicts.
This model focused on exploration, clarification, and some
education, combined with intensive work with parents.

The

second model, an extended, focused crisis intervention, was
used with older children who were in crisis and capable of
utilizing this type of intervention.
Direct therapeutic interventions with preschool children were found not to be particularly effective.

However,

working through the parents allowed the therapist to:

(a)

catalyze the child's mastery of the divorce by teaching
parents specific techniques of communicating with children;
(b) relieve symptomatic behavior through parental intervention; and (c) reduce the child's suffering by concentrating
on aspects of the parents' behavior which contributed to
the child's distress.
One of the major findings of the Wallerstein and Kelly
(1980a) study was that children in early latency were unable to utilize denial effectively as younger children or
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to deal with psychic pain as well as older children.

There-

fore, with this group, the therapist used a "divorce
monologue" to explain the divorce process in a manner which
allowed these children to express affect while maintaining
necessary psychological distance.

This technique recognized

the early latency child's grief process and the necessity
for maintaining an empathic stance in that regard.

When

appropriate, the "divorce monologue" also included information obtained from parental interviews regarding the child's
unique family situation.

For example, the therapist would

recount what such an experience was like for youngsters of
the same age in a similar situation, while utilizing
specific familial information unique to this child's experience in order to help the child express the painful
feelings.

Flexible, frequent contact with both parents was

stressed as an important developmental need during this
period.
Due to their greater maturity and complexity of ego
development, children in later latency and adolescence
benefited from more direct therapeutic interventions.

These

youngsters were aware of their conflicts, increasingly
motivated to deal with them, and often turned to the therapists for assistance and support.

Many of these youngsters

obtained observable relief from the brief inte~vention model
when their problems were primarily divorce-related and
concerned a variety of more external or environmental
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matters.

For example, a child's concern over a parent's

welfare could first be discussed with the therapist and then
taken up with the parent (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977).
Levitin (1979) noted that Wallerstein and Kelly's
innovative clinical program for divorcing families was successful with both parents and children.

Wallerstein and

Kelly were the first to develop and implement a comprehensive, short-term program that was child-centered and
preventive in orientation.

This service is recognized as an

/ original contribution to clinical practice (Levitin, 1979).
'Jtr
0
Wallerstein (1983b) reported that long-range outcomes
for children of divorce are related to factors within the
postdivorce family, and to children's ability to master
specific threats to dev1~~men:,·

S~): classified these

hierarchical, interrelateh coping' ~isks f;tef six specific
J

assignment~:

(a) acknowledging the reality of the marital

rupture; (b) disengaging from parental conflict and distress
and resuming customary pursuits; (c) dealing with loss; (d)
resolving anger and self-blame; (e) accepting the permanence
of the divorce; and (f) achieving realistic hope regarding
relationships.

These tasks represent a substantive addition

to the normal challenges of growing up.

Successful resolu-

tion of these tasks enables children to achieve closure with
the divorce experience and to develop independence and
trusting relationships in spite of the trauma of divorce. /
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These psychological tasks are incorporated into the goals of
therapy (Wallerstein, 1983b).
Out of necessity, as the impact of divorce on school
behavior becomes more apparent, ls chools and other outside
agencies are taking steps to ameliorate some of the effects
"

of marital dissolution and family disruption. ; From the
first-grade show-and-tell gatherings that deal with weekend
daddies and parental battles, to school-organized grouptherapy sessions for single-parent children dealing with the
loneliness, anxiety, and feelings of abandonment, schools
are getting involved in areas that have never before been
considered a part of their ~ c k (Winn, 1983).
A typical program designed to help children of divorce
is a school-based intervention developed by Goldman and King
(1985) through the School Service Program of the Center for
the Family in Transition.

The program incorporates activity

groups for children of divorced fa milies along with ongoing
teacher training and consultation, plus parent involvement.
Th ro ugh the cooperation of school administrators and
faculty, the group interventions become pivotal in helping
to create system changes for fa milies in transition at both
the school and the fa mily level. /
Go ldman and King (1985) described their model as ti rn eli rn ited, a c tivity/discussion groups conducted on the school
site.

The goals of the groups are:

(a) to provide a safe

e nv ironmen t in wh ich children can develop effective coping
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skills to deal with family change; (b) to decrease feelings
of isolation; and (c) to help affirm the supportive aspects
of the school environment.
Goldman and King (1985) discussed ninety students in
fourteen groups from five separate schools.

Of the four-

teen groups, nine were attended by latency-aged children and
five by young adolescents.
Significant consideration was given to differentiating
long-standing psychopathology from simply reactive responses
to familial change.

Individual interviews were conducted by

the group leader with each child participant.

Using

Wallerstein's (1983b) theory of the child's resolution of
divorce as a series of developmental tasks, Goldman and King
employed non-intrusive measures along with the divorcespecific technique (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1977) to obtain the
necessary information for structuring group interventions.
Groups met once a week for 50-75 minutes over a six- to
twelve-week period.

Referrals to groups were made primarily

by classroom teachers and principals.
fell into two general categories:

The referred children

(a) those who had under-

gone a recent family change (e.g., .divorce, separation, or
remarriage); and (b) those with long-standing, school
related difficulties for whom a family change was not a
recent event.

It was found that participants who had

experienced a recent (within two years) family disruption
benefited more from the group.

They were able to utilize
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the group to lessen confusion, increase coping techniques,
and gain emotional support.

Children who were referred to

groups because of long-standing difficulties and who had no
recent family change, seemed to benefit far less from the
brief group intervention.
The first group meeting consisted of drawing good and
bad changes.

During this session, the idea of change was

introduced and discussed.

Each child was asked to draw a

picture of a good change, and then to draw a picture of a
bad change.
by the child.

These drawings were then presented to the group
The authors noted that one boy drew a picture

of his parents getting remarried, with the Pope performing
the ceremony, illustrating the grandiose defense involved in
his reconciliation fantasy.
The second meeting utilized a charade game as a vehicle
for introducing feeling states.

A child was presented a

card with a feeling word on it, such as happy, sad, jealous,
angry, surprised, or excited.

The child would then act out

this feeling until it was guessed by the group.
At the third meeting, the concept of changes within the
family was introduced.

The children were asked to draw

pictures of a good change and a bad change that occurred
over the past year within their family, and present these
pictures to the group.

The purpose of this exercise was to

get at the issue of parental separation and divorce.
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The stxth and seventh meetings involved visitation
skits.

The group was divided into two smaller groups; one

group developed a skit about a good visit, and the other
group developed a skit about a bad visit.

Then the leaders

helped the children think of ways in which they might change
the visitation to make it more enjoyable.
During the ninth meeting, or last group session, coping
skills diplomas were distributed to the children.

Each

child was given a piece of paper, rolled up like a diploma,
on which was written a coping skill, such as, "When your
parents are fighting, you can always call a friend, go out
on your bicycle, or read a book" (p. 287).

The foregoing

are just a few examples of group activities conducted with
children of divorce.

The program also included divorcing

parents.
Initially, the parent was contacted by school officials
to obtain consent for the child's participation in a group.
The custodial parent was then engaged in a face-to-face
contact with the group leader either in an individual pregroup interview, a one-time evening meeting for parents of
all participating children with individual post-group interviews, or a series of four evening group meetings designed
to parallel the children's group.

All parents were re-

quested to complete a questionnaire on their child which
asked for the following information:

school history,

description of current custody arrangements, previous
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psychotherapy, and their view of the child's strengths and
weaknesses.

Parents were informed that the information

would be kept confidential and not become part of the
child's school record.

Included in the questionnaire was a

request to contact the child's noncustodial parent.

The

authors found that in most families in which both parents
still resided in the same geographic location, permission
to contact the noncustodial parent was readily given.
Parent group participants used the meetings primarily
to relieve guilty feelings over pursuing their own needs
for development in roles other than that of parent.

Indi-

vidual interventions tended to be more centered on problem
areas within the postdivorce and remarried family, and
related more specifically to the child group members.

How-

ever, both types of interventions tended to focus on the
following topics:

rearrangement of visitation patterns;

amelioration of loyalty conflicts experienced by children;
differentiation of child and parent roles; and education in
expectable responses to divorce, remarriage, and normal
child development.
The intervention emphasized consultation to teachers
regarding the child participants in the groups.

After dis-

cussing their referral suggestions with them, each classroom
teacher involved in a child participant's education was
asked to complete two written evaluations at the beginning
and end of the group.

These evaluations ·assisted the
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teachers to focus their attention on students in a behaviorspecific way.

During the course of the group, the leader

was available for weekly consultations with the teachers of
participating children.
Within a month of the final group session, child group
participants were interviewed to evaluate his or her subjective response to the group, to offer an opportunity to
discuss specific family and school problems in greater
depth, and to offer the child an opportunity to ask the
group leader's help in dealing with significant adults in
his or her life.

The authors noted that the vast majority

of the participants (95%) expressed enthusiasm over group
participation, and reported that the peer support which they
had gained was critical to them.
Goldman and King (1985) noted that this school-based
program addressed the multiple and frequently chronic
stressors of divorce affecting the lives of children and
adolescents.

This model emphasized the need to evaluate

each youngster's respective resolution of the divorce and
accommodation to the postdivorce family as critical elements
in planning on-site, time-limited psychoeducation groups.
They asserted that the effectiveness of this model lies in
continuing, but brief contacts with identified children at
risk, their families and school personnel, as required
(Goldman & King, 1985).
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A similar school-based intervention program for children of parental divorce, designed for upper elementary
students, was developed by Snyder (1985).

The program

utilizes a short-term instructional approach designed to
address children's emotional and adjustment needs early in
the separation and divorce process.
shared problems of the group.
gram are:

It focuses on the

The objectives of this pro-

(a) to help children of divorce/separation

understand their present family situation; (b) to help
children identify and discuss their feelings and attitudes
toward their parents' divorce; and (c) to help children of
divorce develop strategies to cope with their present family
circumstances and personal feelings.

The intervention pro-

gram is designed to be used within a school setting and to
be led by a school psychologist, social worker, guidance
counselor, or other mental health professional.

The target

age group is upper elementary children (grades three through
six).

Parental permission is obtained for child

participation.
Snyder (1985) noted that this program is appropriate
for research and for applied use ·in the field.

She related

that informal evaluations by leaders, children, and parents
participating in the pilot programs haye indicated satisfaction with the program.

During the final session,

participating children were asked specific questions
regarding the effectiveness of the intervention program.
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Their responses to the question about what new things had
been learned included:

(a) realizing that the divorce was

not their fault; (b) learning ways to deal effectively with
parental fighting; (c) understanding that divorce does not
resolve all problems; (d) realizing that parents have
problems also; and (e) understanding that other children
also have problems with divorced parents.
When inquiry was made regarding how the group helped
further their understanding about divorce and separation,
the children's responses included:

(a) permitting the

children to talk about feelings; (b) helping to understand
that divorce is quite common; and (c) viewing the filmstrips
which helped their understanding about divorce.

Parents

reported their satisfaction with the intervention, commenting on the improved communication, behaviors, and attitudes
of family members regarding divorce-related matters.
In a Program Manual, Snyder (1985) outlined specific
goals for each of the ten sessions and methods for accomplishing these goals.
follows:

Briefly, she described the goals as

Session I - to become acquainted with members of

th~ group, and to establish and .discuss group goals; Session
II - to expand feelings' vocabulary, to identify personal
feelings, and to verbalize personal feelings with the group;
Session III - to increase understanding and awareness of the
separation and divorce process, to describe changes in group
members' families, and to classify commonalities among group
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members' families, and to classify commonalities among group
members' experiences; Session IV - to identify personal
feelings/attitudes/reactions toward parental separation/divorce, and to classify common feelings among group members
(i.e., self-blame, anger, and wishes for parental reunification); Session V - to discuss issues regarding the child's
relationship with the noncustodial parent, and to talk about
feelings associated with the noncustodial parent; Session
VI - to collect and bind together the assignment handouts,
and to express verbally and visually (via use of collages)
feelings regarding parental separation/divorce; Session
VII - to discuss issues regarding parental loyalty conflicts, to describe and develop methods to avoid being
caught in parental loyalty conflicts, and to identify and
develop methods to build and maintain positive relationships
with both parents; Session VIII - to talk about issues and
feelings regarding a parent's remarriage, and to identify
and develop methods to cope with a parent's remarriage;
Session IX - to identify individual needs and feelings that
need to be expressed to parents, and to develop methods to
convey these needs and feelings to parents; and Session X to classify and discuss positive aspects of parental separation/divorce, to identify and discuss individuals' positive
growth and new learnings which occurred during the group
sessions, and to evaluate the group's achievement of goals.
Specific procedures for achieving the goals at each of the
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ten sessions were outlined in the Program Manual (e.g.,
during Session VII, the children viewed a filmstrip entitled, "Must You Choose Sides?" and then brainstormed problem
situations that make them feel they must choose sides).

At

the end of the final session, the leader summarizes the
group's achievement of goals and makes closing comments
(Snyder, 1985).
Freeman (1985), in a review of the pertinent literature, noted that divorce affects children's classroom
performance and that the teacher's relationship with the
child of divorce can be a critical one.

She reported that

for many children, the teacher assumes a significant role
as a supportive adult; and for others, the teacher's role
may become that of surrogate parent.

Freeman (1985) sug-

gested ways in which teachers can assist children in
adjusting to divorce.

She noted that teachers need to

understand the child and be aware of changes in behavior,
attitude and performance.

The teacher can also be aware of

school situations that may affect the child.

For example,

when families are referred to in various lessons, it should
be pointed out that there are mapy types of family structure.

Creating acceptance for family structures that differ

from the traditional nuclear family will help lessen the
stigma the child may feel.

The teacher's relationship with

the parents can be critical in facilitating the teacher's
ability to help the child.

Often, parents are reluctant to
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inform the school of major life changes in the child's
family.

Parents may fear that their children will be

treated differently if the school knows of the divorce.
Freeman (1985) pointed out that teachers may need to
act as a support system for the parent as well as the child
since divorce is a stressful time for both.

Establishing

open communication with the parent and indicating a sincere
interest in the child's well-being is a first step.

It was

noted that teachers should become aware of community
agencies and resources that assist families in transition,
and if appropriate, provide this information to parents.
In addition, Freeman (1985) asserted, the teacher
should try to become aware of the custody arrangements and
the role of the noncustodial parent, noting that noncustodial parents have every right to be involved in their
children's lives.

They may be included in conferences,

attend school programs, receive report cards if desired,
and gain access to school records.
It was also suggested that teachers not ignore problems
that they believe children are having, to treat all information about children and their parents in strictest confidence, and to guard the children's privacy in dealing with
their problems.

Finally, Freeman (1985) contended that the

teacher and the school together can be a positive force in
helping children of divorce understand and accept their new
family situation.
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A developmental perspective was utilized by Randolph

and Gredler (1984) in describing the use of Bibliotherapy
as an integral part of either individual or group counseling
sessions with children of divorce.

Bibliotherapy, or the

use of books in therapy sessions, attempts to present
fictional or nonfictional circumstances to which the child
can relate.

These researchers noted that the scope and

content of the available books are varied.

The books are

generally age-specific and cover a number of common problems
children must deal with whether they be usual or divorcerelated.
Randolph and Gredler (1984) have described the different types of books relating to problems children of
different ages must deal with when experiencing a break-up
of the family.

Following is a summary of the content areas

addressed by these books and a brief bibliography.
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Toddler and Preschooler
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hl-s·-a-g-e-g-r.o_u p cover a variety of topics

written in a style and language the young child can understand.

Problem areas covered describe why parents get

divorced, the fights preceding parental separation, fear
that both parents may eventually leave the child, angry
feelings about the absent parent leaving, and the desire
to have the parents reunited.

The preschooler is also

presented with stories in which the divorce brings on many
changes in the child's life -- such as moving to new places,
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adjusting to maternal employment, stepparents, stepsiblings,
and visiting the absent parent.

These books may also help

parents see divorce from the perspective of the child.
The School-Age Child
Books designed for the 7- to 13-year-old group focus
on the events that lead up to the divorce -- fighting,
financial problems, employment

and the changes which

occur following the divorce -- moving, parents dating,
stepfamilies, self-blame, guilt, and fear of abandonment
by both parents.

Several books concentrate on uncommon

events such as living with the father instead of the
mother, feelings of rebellion, and acting-out behaviors
such as stealing and overeating.
The Adolescent
Books for this group deal with loyalty conflicts, depression, and feelings of anger and despair.

These books

stress the importance of communicating feelings /"'
Listed below are some of the books suggested by
Randolph and Gredler (1984) for use in therapeutic interventions for children of divorce . .
Mommy and daddy are divorced. P. Perry and M. Lynch.
New York: Dial, 1978. Ages 3-6.
This story details the feelings of a young boy whose
parents have recently divorced. The child expresses
anger about the absent father and about the divorce.
After several discussions with his mother, the boy
accepts the situation. This book could be useful for
the young child who does not understand the meaning of
divorce or why his/her parents no longer live together.
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Eliza's daddy. I. Thomas. New York:
Jovanovich, 1976. Ages 4-7.

Harcourt Brace

Following her parents' divorce, the young girl in this
story must deal with her father's remarriage, a stepmother and stepsister. She has accepted the divorce,
but feels threatened by her father's new family. This
book's optimistic ending may help children experiencing
similar problems.
Two homes to live in: A child's-eye view of divorce.
B. Hazen. New York: Human Services Press, 1978.
Ages 5-8.
The child in this story has trouble accepting his
parents' divorce and believes he was somehow responsible for their separation. When he tells his parents
how he feels, they explain why they divorced and how it
will change their lives but not their love for him.
This is a very positive, plausible story which could
help the child understand his/her feelings about a
divorce. It also stresses the importance of discussing
feelings with parents.
The boys and girls book about divorce. R. A. Gardner.
New York: Aronson, 1970. Ages 7-14.
Topics covered in this book include: issues surrounding divorce, blaming oneself or the parent for the
divorce, anger, divided loyalties, absent parents, and
parent remarriage. This book could be used with
younger children to help them understand and talk about
their feelings about a divorce.
Out of love. H. Wolitzer. New York:
Giroux, 1976. Ages 10-13.

Farrar, Straus and

This book realistically explains the factors which lead
to a divorce, the difficult time the child has accepting a stepparent, the wish of the child to have the
parents reunited, and the possibility of blaming one
parent for the divorce. The girl in the story must
also deal with ordinary adolescent problems (i.e., peer
relationships, dating). The ending is realistic and
could give real hope to the adolescent experiencing the
effects of a divorce. Utilized in .a counseling
setting, this story should stimulate discussion.
The kids' book of divorce. Fayerweather Street School.
E. E. Rofes (Ed.). Lexington, MA: Lewis. Ages 11 and
up.
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This book was organized and written by a group of
twenty school children who were currently or had
already experienced a divorce in their family. The
themes discussed were topics the students felt were
important in understanding and accepting parents'
divorce. The text includes chapters which cover
legal issues and problems, visiting absent parents,
dealing with stepparents, and the importance of communicating with others. This is a very interesting
book and should appeal to the older age group. Because it was written by kids for kids, the subject
matter should help children experiencing a divorce
in their family better understand what the parents
and children must deal with. This book is highly
recommended.
A family falling. H. Arundel.
1972. Ages 12 and up.

Nashville:

Thomas Nelson,

This is a realistic representation of events leading
up to a divorce and how divorce affects all family
members. The main character must also deal with
loyalty conflicts and a desire to reunite her family.
The story has a realistic ending which could help
children understand their own feelings and the feelings of others.
i nother approach to the.r.a-p-e~ t , ·oteryeg i--G-i:i for children of divorce is the use of family therapy in which
children's reactions to separation and divorce are considered in the larger context of the marital and family
life in which they occur . .(
Nichols (1984) described a framework that implies that
the major focus of therapeutic intervention for children of
separation/divorce should be on the reorganized family
system, the continuing parental subsystem, and the reactions
and adjustments of the child to the marital dissolution and
family reorganization, particularly as these affect the
child's long-term development toward maturity.

Particular
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attention is given to anticipated factors in the disruption
and reorganization process, such as loss and parental discord, and the child's reaction to them.
Nichols (1984) asserted that treatment goals need to
include resolution of loss and diminution of parental conflict.

If the child has not resolved the losses experienced

through parental separation and divorce, he or she needs to
be worked with directly in the therapeutic process.

Some of

the identifiable items that impede the child's adjustment to
change and loss include sensitivity to adult anger, feelings
of guilt, responsibility, and fear of parental retribution,
the desire to reunite the parents, and a sense of personal
devaluation.

Nichols (1984) affirmed that it is important

to get children to verbalize their feelings and concerns
about the separation, their losses, and their concepts of
their role in the divorce process.

With younger children,

more indirect ways of getting to feelings must be utilized
(e.g., use of some of the games devised by Gardner, 1976).
/'once the child's feelings have been expressed, either
directly or indirectly, the therapist must understand the
child's grief reactions and assist the child to work toward
completion of the grief process :/
Nichols (1984) noted that although the marriage is
dissolved, the parent-child relationship continues and the
child's adjustment is related to how the formerly married
persons interact with each other.

He posited that it seems
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abundantly clear that, whatever the form of therapeutic
intervention, amelioration of conflict between the parents
is a highly significant factor in the postdivorce adjustment
of children.

Also, the children must be given the freedom

to express feelings of anger and longing for their losses.
If any serious discord exists between the former spouses,
steps must be taken, either through compromise, confrontation by the therapist, or by some other means, to secure a
decrease in the animosity and conflict.
A final focus of attention in psychotherapy with children, Nichols (1984) affirmed, is on the question of whether
the child is making adequate progress with the mastery of
the "developmental tasks of children of divorce"
(Wallerstein, 1983b) and with the mastery of the developmental tasks associated with the ordinary challenges and
processes of attaining maturity in the society.

If the

child is not maintaining a normal developmental pace toward
maturity, treatment needs to be aimed at facilitating such
growth and development, Nichols (1984) stated.

In other

words, treatment with children of divorce not only deals
with the symptomatic/problematic .behaviors manifested by the
child but also with how what has happened and is happening
affects his/her development as a child of divorce and as a
child in society.

Beyond these principles and guidelines,

Nichols (1984) asserted, the treatment utilized by the
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clinician will depend on his or her particular orientation
and skill (Nichols, 1984).
Confidentiality
The importance of confidentiality in counseling children has been cited in the literature (Wallerstein & Kelly,
1980a; Freeman, 1985); however, specific guidelines for
mental health professionals concerning the application of
confidentiality to children/minors in psychotherapy is
lacking (McGuire, 1974).
In a review of the literature relevant to the ethics of
child psychotherapy, Glenn (1980) found that the literature
appeared not to contain such ethical standards.

Glenn

(1980) noted that the application of the American
Psychological Association's Ethical Standards of Psychologists, if applied to children, does more to create ambiguity
than answer questions.

He further noted that although in

the past, the right to informed consent pertaining to confidentiality, examination and diagnosis, and treatment have
often been denied to children, current legal and ethical
trends seem to grant greater rights to children in these
areas.

Glenn (1980) suggested that the child psychologist

should expand his/her role as psychotherapist to include
the roles of child advocate, information provider to children and the community, social/legal/political change agent,
and researcher (Glenn, 1980).
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The literature indicates there is general agreement
among psychotherapists that confidentiality is critical to
establishing a therapeutic relationship and to achieving
treatment goals with both adult and child clients.

However,

few empirical studies have attempted to assess the relationship between confidentiality and self-disclosure or of other
treatment outcome or process variables, especially with
children (Kobocow, McGuire, & Blau, 1983).
In two separate studies, conducted in the State of
Florida, children's understanding of confidentiality and the
relationship between assurances of confidentiality and selfdisclosure of children/minors in the therapeutic setting
were explored.
The .first study, designed by Messenger and McGuire
(1981), evaluated the child-client's perception of confidentiality in the counseling experience.

Subjects were 39

children (16 females and 23 males) between the ages of 6
and 15, who were undergoing therapy in a community mental
health center.

The children were interviewed using a ques-

tionnaire designed to assess the child-client's conception
of confidentiality in the counseling experience and how well
the concept was understood.
Results showed that older children had a significantly
better understanding/appreciation of confidentiality in
psychotherapy than did younger children.

Specifically,

children 6 to 8 years of age obtained lower scores on the
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questionnaire than did children 12 to 15 years of age.
Although there were no significant differences between the
scores of either of these groups and the scores of children
9 to 11 years of age, the total mean scores increased with
each successive age group category.

The authors noted that

these results indicated that children gradually evolve a
conception of confidentiality.
In the second study, investigators attempted to measure
the varying degrees of assurance of confidentiality on
frequency of self-disclosure in a junior high school population.

Kobocow, McGuire, and Blau (1983) examined the

effects of differing instructions concerning confidentiality
on adolescents' willingness to disclose personal, sensitive
information.

Subjects were 90 non-therapy volunteer seventh

and eighth grade students (45 males and 45 females) in a
central Florida junior high school.
Results _ did not support the primary hypothesis that
adolescents would more frequently disclose personal information under conditions of explicit assurances of confidentiality.

On the other hand, responses to a posttest

questionnaire revealed that 60% of the subjects (54.5% of
males, 66% of females) reported that they had been given
explicit assurance of confidentiality p~ior to the interview.

In fact, only one third of male and female

interviewees were given such assurance; one third were given
no relevant information about the privacy of their
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communication; and one third were told that they essentially
had no confidentiality in this situation.

The authors

suggested that adolescents are very cautious about disclosure issues and confidentiality and are guarded about
revealing personal information in spite of assurances of
privacy given by an adult.
While these, and other similar studies, shed light on
the subject of child-client confidentiality, additional
research is needed to develop guidelines in this important
aspect of the psychotherapeutic experience.

Therapeutic

interventions for children of divorce need to incorporate
assurances of confidentiality and an assessment of the
child-client's understanding of the concept of confidentiality.

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980a) noted that the

promise of confidentiality was important in gaining the
trust of the children in their study.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS
Pertinent literature on the divorce process and its
effects on children and adolescents at different developmental stages has been reviewed, and implications for
therapeutic intervention at the different developmental
levels have been explored.

Divorce has been stressed as

a process involving multiple stages, altering but not terminating the family system and network of interpersonal
relationships.
/_

.

-

The evidence has shown that the crisis of divorce is

experienced by children as a "trauma," and that there is
no such thing as a "victimless divorce," .,a-s
--H~~hering1:~n (1981).

rin-t-

by

The data showed that children need

to be prepared early on for the divorce event.

The manner

in which parents handle the question of divorce before they
separate is directly related to the effect divorce has on
children.

Explaining divorce to children, taking into con-

sideration each child's level of understanding, is the first
step in preventing psychological damage \ (Rohrlich, et al.,
1977).
Research findings revealed that the child's developmental level is a significant factor in h~s or her adjustment to divorce.

Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) have noted

that several years of research and observation have led
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them to conclude that divorce is stressful for most children
and creates a potential developmental interference for children in a general, nonclinical population.

Magrab (1978)

has asserted, "A developmental approach to understanding and
providing for children is essential" (p. 237).

The data

revealed that the effects of divorce are experienced differently by children at the different developmental levels.
Infants are affected by the primary caretaker's reaction to
the divorce -- the caretaker's grief, emotional status, and
general nurturing attitude.

Toddlers and preschoolers

generally react to stress through aggression, changes in
bladder and bowel habits, changes in eating habits, temper
tantrums, nightmares, and acute depressive reaction (Magrab,
1978; McDermott, 1968).

Some preschoolers manifested con-

fusion and heightened anxiety, and blamed themselves for the
divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1975).

School-aged children

frequently hoped and wished for parental reconciliation.
Children of this age expressed anger toward one of the
parents, and frequently experienced loyalty conflicts.
Children in this age group were able to cope through denial,
bravery, and seeking extrafamilial support.

Adolescents

experienced loyalty conflicts, and feelings of anger, guilt
and despair.

With time, they were able. to disengage them-

selves from these conflicts.

Adolescents commonly used

withdrawal and distancing as defense mechanisms (Magrab,
1978).
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Several factors were shown to be associated with children's positive adjustment to divorce.

These include:

psychologically healthy parents; a tenacious personality and
positive self-concept prior to divorce; a stable, warm
relationship with both parents; involvement with the noncustodial parent; and support and agreement between the
parents regarding child-rearing (Freeman, 1985).
Hetherington et al. (1982) noted that certain types of home
or school environments can moderate the adverse effects of
divorce.

They found that in both settings, an organized

predictable environment with clearly defined and consistently enforced standards, roles, and responsibilities and a
sensitive nurturing atmosphere were associated with low
rates of behavior disorders and more adaptive behavior in
children.

Guidubaldi et al. (1983) found that the home

routines had an impact on children's divorce adjustment.
They noted that, in their study, children who made better
adjustments had earlier and regular bedtimes, watched less
television, had more organized after-school activities, and
had regular contact with the noncustodial parent's relatives.

Research data also revealed sex differences in chil-

dren's adjustment to divorce, with boys generally experiencing a more difficult adjustment than girls, although,
with adolescents, the opposite may be true.
Research findings, as noted earlier, have shown that a
positive, loving relationship with both parents after the
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divorce is essential for the child's healthy adjustment,
pointing to the need for a concept of greater shared parental responsibility after divorce.

In this situation,

each parent continues to be responsible for, and genuinely
concerned about, the well-being of his or her children, and
allows the other parent this option as well.

The concept

of joint legal custody, in which each parent has the prerogative to make important decisions about the life of the
child, is a step in the right direction (Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1980b).

Although joint custody patterns may take

many forms, the fundamental principle is that parents and
children have much greater flexibility regarding where the
children live and how frequently they visit each parent
(Gardner~ 1978).
During the several years of transition following divorce, children and their parents are at their most vulnerable.

It is during this time that many divorced families

need a range of social, psychological, and economic support.
Wallerstein (1983a) found that these services were largely
unavailable.

Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw, and Nastasi (in press)

highlighted three important support variables:

(a) avail-

ability of supportive relatives, including in-laws; (b)
availability of friends and paid child-care assistance such
as nursery school and babysitters; and (c) a positive relationship with the ex-spouse [cited in Guidubaldi et al.,
1985].

Hetherington et al. (1982) noted the urgent need
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for applied programs oriented toward the identification and
facilitation of patterns of family functioning, as well as
support systems to help families to cope with the stress
associated with separation and divorce.

Wallerstein (1985c)

pointed to the exigency of develriping interventi.on programs
designed to meet the needs of youngsters in divorcing families at the time of the marital rupture and during the
extended aftermath.

She noted that in spite of the accumu-

lation of reports of difficulties experienced by many
children in divorcing families, society has, on the whole,
been reluctant to regard children of divorce as a special
group at risk.

Despite the magnitude of the population

involved and the implication for public policy, community
attention has b~en limited, research has been poorly supported, and appropriate psychological, social, economic or
preventive measures have hardly begun to develop
(Wallerstein, 1980; Wallerstein, 1985c).
Finally, it must be pointed out that almost all of the
divorce research and intervention programs have dealt with
predominantly white, middle-class children in communities
where the two-parent nuclear family is the dominant family
structure.

The application of observations and findings

could, therefore, be limited to these communities.

On the

other hand, broad research could show that reactions to
major life experiences of loss, death, and divorce are

183
rooted in developmental factors that span broad social,
economic, racial, an6 ethnic differences (Wallerstein,

1985c).
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